





[image: The cover page of ‘The Anti-Burnout Book: How to avoid burning out and your recovery toolkit if you do’ by Doctor Emma Hepburn features a matchstick with a smiling face.]












Also By Dr Emma Hepburn


A Toolkit for Modern Life


A Toolkit for Happiness


A Toolkit for Your Emotions











The Anti-Burnout Book


How to avoid burning out and your recovery toolkit if you do


Dr Emma Hepburn


[image: Greenfinch Logo]












First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Greenfinch


an imprint of Quercus


Part of John Murray Group


Copyright © Dr Emma Hepburn 2026


The moral right of Dr Emma Hepburn to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Typeset by seagulls.net


Cover design by Steve Leard


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


Quercus hereby exclude all liability to the extent permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss, damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a third party relying on any information contained in this book.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 978-1-52944-544-2


Trade Paperback ISBN 978-1-52944-545-9


ebook ISBN 978-1-52944-546-6


Quercus


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


John Murray Group


Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)


www.quercusbooks.co.uk









Praise for The Anti-Burnout Book



‘The anti-burnout rebellion we all need to join. This book will help you break free from living like a zombie with burnout and find your fire.’ — Dr Martha Deiros Collado, bestselling author and clinical psychologist


‘Essential reading for anyone who wants to understand and recover from burnout. In this honest, practical, and deeply compassionate guide, Emma brings clarity to the complex experience of burnout and offers tools that genuinely help. And when reading feels too much, her beautiful illustrations tell you everything you need to know.’ — Dr Julie Smith, clinical psychologist and million-copy bestselling author


‘This book is a lifeline. It’s wise, warm and wonderfully practical – the hand you need to hold when you’re running on empty. Dr Emma doesn’t just explain burnout; she gently walks you out of it. It will quite literally change the way you live.’ — Holly Tucker MBE


‘The Anti-Burnout Book is a manual for rebuilding your energy, your boundaries, and your belief that you’re worth caring for. Every leader, every parent, every carer, every woman needs this.’ — Lauren Currie, Founder and CEO UPFRONT


‘A deeply human guide to protect yourself from burnout and the accessible toolkit you need to reclaim your vitality and joy. Reassuring and compassionate, Emma is the voice you need to expedite healing. The only book on burnout you need.’ – Suzy Reading, psychologist and author


‘The Anti-Burnout Book is clinically robust and deeply compassionate. Emma brings clarity to an experience that so often feels chaotic and shame-filled, grounding psychological insight in her own lived experience so the book feels human, relatable and trustworthy. I’ll be recommending often.’ — Dr Emma Svanberg, clinical psychologist










Introduction


I burned out. Despite being a clinical psychologist for over twenty years and knowing all the tricks and tools to identify and manage stress, I burned out. Despite writing books on how to support wellbeing, I burned out. Despite working in a job that I love, which fits with my values, I burned out. Despite feeling very lucky about my life, I burned out.


If that feels like a confessional, that’s because it’s exactly how it felt to me. I had to confess I was burned out. I had to admit to myself it wasn’t something that just happened to other people, it was something happening to me. Now, of course I didn’t think I was immune to mental or physical health difficulties. I knew from research and working with lots of patients that we all have ups and downs and that most people struggle at some point in their life. In fact, research indicates that staying mentally well throughout your life is rarer than experiencing poor mental health at some point.1 I strongly advocate that given the right (or wrong) mix of person and environment, we are all susceptible to poor mental health or just feeling totally rubbish for a longer period than we might normally.


However, I mistakenly thought that, as a clinical psychologist I had the skills to effectively manage stress, be able to spot signs early and take action – even if that meant seeking professional help. But as my realization dawned, I had to admit I was chronically burned out and had only noticed when I was in the pits of it. This moment of realization occurred with a big sprinkling of irony.


So, what happened?


During the Covid-19 pandemic I moved from a clinical role in neuropsychology (working with brain injuries) to lead a workplace team, which aimed to improve wellbeing in a healthcare organization. I considered this a challenging but important role, as caring professionals have always been more susceptible to poor mental health and burnout compared to the general population (and the pandemic exacerbated this risk). As part of this work I supported individual staff members who shared their difficult and traumatic experiences working on the front line. To be honest, I felt lucky to work in this role and hear these things, rather than have the direct experiences these people had gone through.


What became abundantly clear through these stories is that to support wellbeing and stop burnout proactively, we needed to work not just with individuals but also target the environments in which they work. Our aims as a staff wellbeing service were to support people to stay well and to intervene early, not just to respond when things had already gone wrong. And there is the first sprinkling of irony – clearly, I didn’t manage to apply this to myself.


To support our aims, we designed and sent out several wellbeing surveys to staff – and a large number of my colleagues said they felt exhausted and burned out. I decided to take the survey myself. I admit this was partly to boost numbers to meet our target, but nevertheless I filled it out as honestly as I could. Like any good psychologist, I debated my answers to most of the questions. However, one question elicited an uncharacteristically definitive response: Do you feel too tired after work to do the things you enjoy? I answered with immediate certainty: Always.


But, ironically, this wasn’t my moment of realization, although it should have been. And this wasn’t a single point of failure – I missed multiple indicators that I was becoming burned out.


Ignoring the signs


Humans are meaning-making creatures. However, sometimes we find explanations of what’s going on that are removed from the overall picture, which prevents us from piecing together the big picture. The crippling tiredness? Well, a large proportion of the workplace was telling me they felt this way, so it was clearly just a normal reaction to pandemic conditions. The extra effort I was putting in to achieve my normal level of work? I just needed to work harder. The rash rising from my ear? Must just be the masks rubbing that I had to wear every day. The thinning hair? Clearly it was due to the number of showers I was taking when returning home from the hospital, to try to ensure the virus didn’t creep into my family home. The inevitable shutter that came down in my brain midway through the day, making my speech slur and normal cognitive functioning impossible? Hmm, I suppose I should really see my doctor about that. These disparate pieces were clearly part of a bigger puzzle, but they did not join up in my (to be fair, totally exhausted and not thinking clearly) mind.


There was something else at play here too – we tend to be dismissive and invalidating of our own experiences. I’ve seen this thousands of times in people I have worked with and friends and family. We minimize our own experiences and emotions as something inconsequential that we should just shrug off. But surely I shouldn’t have been guilty of this – I mean, I’m a clinical psychologist who writes books on noticing and validating our emotions. Come on, if anyone should be able to validate their experiences, it should be me! Working with people who had been through traumatic and life-changing events made me focus on what I did have. I told myself I am lucky, other people have it much worse. This outlook on life has been predominantly helpful to me, but during burnout it gradually transformed into a subtle dismissiveness that meant I minimized what was happening and saw it as ‘not that bad’.


In hindsight, it’s clear what was happening. Clinical psychologists understand people’s difficulties by co-creating a formulation with them. A formulation gives a full picture: it makes sense of someone’s experiences, puts them in context; it helps us to understand the factors that contributed to their development, what’s exacerbating and what’s helping; and indicates what to do next to help overcome the difficulties.


It’s not hard to write a formulation of what happened to me: the causal factors were glaringly obvious, in hindsight at least. So obvious that surely I should have seen it coming (shame says: ‘You’re a psychologist – of all people you should not have let this happen’). But when you’re surviving day to day, with a brain that needs to make extra effort to function, the ability to reflect, notice and take the necessary action just doesn’t happen. In fact, your brain is so focused on getting through the next moment or thing that it has no capacity left to focus on the wider picture or what you need to do. Until, that is, it has no choice.



The tipping point



My moment of realization wasn’t pretty, but it was necessary. It happened on what should have been a lovely weekend away in Edinburgh with two of my closest and longest friends, but instead became a point in time that smacked me in the face and ultimately shifted where I went next. I remember debating if I should go in the first place. If I’m honest, I really wanted to avoid going, not because I didn’t want to see my friends but because I was so damn tired that I wasn’t sure I would manage to function and speak beyond late afternoon and thought I would be rubbish company. But my husband persuaded me that I needed to see my friends and have some downtime. So, I dutifully caught the train to the beautiful city of Edinburgh, unaware that a not-so-beautiful experience was about to occur.


On the second evening, as we sat having drinks and conversation, an innocuous comment, which would, at other times, have sparked an interesting and topical conversation, tipped me over the edge. My capacity was already low and the late drinks the night before had used up every remaining ounce of energy, so I had no capacity to function beyond the mundane. It took only a tiny thing to make me overflow, like a bursting dam. In uncharacteristic behaviour, I silently left the room, leaving my friends aghast and confused, wondering what the heck I was doing. I was bemused and had no idea what I was doing either. I was in some bizarre burned-out, zombie-style autopilot, functioning (just) but with very little awareness, and my body wasn’t about to let me ignore the signs any longer.


As I sat down, I started shaking violently and had a multitude of physical reactions that ranged from bizarre to scary. It was a shock reaction, with nothing ostensible at which to be shocked. My body had been running on empty for so long, with so little capacity or resources, that the additional effort of the weekend meant I was hanging on by a thread, and a frayed thread at that. It just took a teeny tiny inane thing to push my body over the edge. My friends looked after me as I shook for what felt like several hours then collapsed, exhausted, into bed. As a typical Scot, not known for demonstrative big emotions or reactions, it was far more dramatic than I would ever want to be and I woke up feeling embarrassed and ashamed (although look out for beliefs about being dramatic, as these can be problematic – more about that later). In fact, I still feel some shame and guilt about the impact of my reaction. But it was the tipping point that broke through the fugue I had been in, and on the train journey home I started putting the puzzle pieces together and saw that action was necessary.


Why I wrote this book


And that’s the story of where this book came from. The nugget of an idea formed as I noticed the Emma Zombie I had become and started to speak to people about my experiences. I already knew from my work that many people in caring jobs were exhausted, but I wasn’t prepared for the outpouring of exhaustion that came my way from all angles. Only a few short weeks after my disastrous trip, I returned to Edinburgh for a wellbeing festival where I spoke to other authors. Among them was Emma Gannon, who shared pieces of her own story of burnout with me and how she was managing this (she has since shared this on her Substack page and in her books2). As my interest was piqued, I began to notice more and more stories about exhausted people, from Katherine May in her book Wintering,3 to interviews with celebrities like Beyoncé (see page 18) and Gwyneth Paltrow and athletes such as swimmer Tom Dean and gymnast Simone Biles. I didn’t have to look hard to find stories about burnout.


In early 2023 I posted on my Instagram page that I was exhausted, predominantly to explain why I hadn’t done much on there (I had been posting lots of psychology illustrations during the early pandemic as @thepsychologymum but then went quiet). I asked who else was exhausted. Although not a scientific study, the numbers were shocking: 83 per cent told me they had burned out as some point during the pandemic and 63 per cent told me they were still burned out. I asked again in 2024 and the number was even higher: 94 per cent told me they had burned out at some point since 2020. In a strange coincidence, on exactly the same day Jacinda Ardern resigned as New Zealand’s prime minister, saying she no longer had enough in the tank to do the job justice. As a result, burnout hit the national headlines. It felt like my eyes were opened, and I started seeing it everywhere. Everyone was speaking about their exhaustion – and not just caring professionals: comedians, actors, singers, business people, politicians, royals, authors, publishers, students, artists, academics, mothers, carers, school kids. Anybody and everybody, regardless of profession or lifestyle, was describing exhaustion.


The stats told a similar story. High rates of burnout have been demonstrated in nearly every profession or group where it has been measured.4 In a recent Deloitte survey, 84 per cent of millennials reported experiencing burnout in their current job, compared to 77 per cent of all respondents.5 A 2022 report showed 66 per cent of US working parents met the criteria for burnout.6 The pandemic had clearly taken its toll, and the whole world seemed exhausted as a result. But when people spoke about the factors contributing to their exhaustion, the pandemic was always, if anything, just part of the story, and I wondered what else was going on.


When I said I was thinking about writing a book about burnout, exhausted people used their last ounce of energy to wearily push open their rusty floodgates and share a deluge of burnout stories. The almost unanimous stock response was, ‘Oh, I could speak to you about my experiences for your book.’ What was going on? Which aspects of modern life were making it difficult to switch off and were creating this mass exhaustion? I was clearly not alone. My experience appeared to reflect the grand collective experience of the age, and the shape of this book emerged: an exploration of this common phenomenon, combining my experience with our collective experience, to produce an anti-burnout manifesto.


However, I was too exhausted and burned out to write. So that’s where this book stayed for a while, on the shelf as an idea that I had no energy to develop into anything more. I had written three books in three years, and this, along with my other roles, had led to the point of complete exhaustion and burnout that I was at. I decided I had to ‘be more Jacinda Ardern’. I needed to stop doing things I no longer had energy in the tank to do and take time to recover and rebuild my energy stores so I would be able to write again – and function in all the other roles I had, including mum, friend, wife, daughter, clinical psychologist, lecturer, manager, colleague. So the publication of this book was delayed until I was out the other side and recovered.


Through this time, my non-functioning brain would often travel to a dream world of its own, a world of no demands or pressures. I would have loved to just stop, get away from it all and rest.


It was a fantasy to take a holiday by myself somewhere sunny, with no devices and without having to speak to anyone for an extended period of time. But, hey, people need money, children need parents, and there are all sorts of other ties. While this solution may be possible for a small group of people, it’s not a choice for most. So, the solo-holiday option stayed firmly in fantasy land. Unfortunately for them, my family and friends were stuck with me (well, it was more like they stuck with me because I hardly ever responded to messages or phone calls during this time – sorry!) and my poorly functioning brain and body.


The idea for this book sat on the idea shelf for years while I did what was in my control to recover from burnout and regain the energy, will and enthusiasm to re-engage with life and the reality of writing. And here we are.


The road to recovery


Am I fully recovered? No, I’m left with a legacy of burnout. Physically, I still have times of complete exhaustion, the days I feel like my brain cells are churning through a murky swamp. The shutter comes down now and again and my ability to function stops. But these are rare exceptions rather than the norm and I notice, understand and respond to them. Even better, I can do something about them and rest really helps.


While formerly I felt like a shrivelled burned-out chip that had been forgotten, left in the oven and didn’t resemble its original state, psychologically I do feel like me again. My enthusiasm has returned, accompanied with my (I think) healthy dose of cynicism. I’m still cautious about taking on new things but no longer dread doing anything new. My brain’s ability to plan and look forward to things has returned. I no longer feel a failure at many roles in my life because I’m too exhausted to parent, friend or daughter in the way I would like. Actually, it feels cheesy and clichéd to say, but some things are better. I can’t bring myself to say I have grown as a person, it’s just too un-me. But I’ve designed my life better to protect against burnout. I am more able to align my lifestyle with my values and say no to things that don’t. I have broken down old habits that didn’t serve me and built ones that do. Yes, good things may have come from it, but I would rather not have burned out. I would also rather you did not burn out. In fact, I would say I am very anti-burnout.


Starting the anti-burnout rebellion


And that’s where this book comes in. I truly believe we should all be anti-burnout by putting things in place, when we can, to stop us burning to a crisp. This is about looking after ourselves, of course, but it’s also about understanding the systemic, cultural and contextual factors that contribute to burnout. In fact, I think we should start a rebellion because I also believe we should take action to tackle the contextual factors that lead us to burnout and build systems and cultures that are anti-burnout (workplace leaders and managers, I’m looking at you for starters). And if we can’t avoid becoming that burned crisp of a chip (because we can’t always control what life throws at us), we need to have the skills to rekindle and reignite our fire. We need to use our experiences to build back better and design our future lives to keep our flames burning and protect them from burning out again. So, here’s my anti-burnout manifesto. I hope you enjoy it and can use it to keep your fire burning in this complex and sometimes difficult world in which we live.


This book is set out in a way that I hope makes it as useable as possible. When I was burned out, I found books difficult to read – text swam before my eyes and too much information made me stop reading. Yes, there are some bits of my experience, and other people’s too, to bring the theory to life. I share how burnout impacted me and the factors that contributed to it. But this book is not about me: it is about the research around burnout and the collective experience of it. Most importantly, this book is about you. Each of us brings unique factors to the mix. To become anti-burnout we need to understand our own mixture of person and context, how this contributes to burnout and where to take action to protect or reignite our flames.


We’ll look at defining burnout, its impact and causes (both individual and contextual) and what we can do to help (before it happens and if it does). In each section there are reflection points (which you are guided through by Brian the Brain*) to think about your own experiences, and tools for understanding your situation better and supporting you on your journey. And when you have completed this book, you will become a fully-fledged founding member of the anti-burnout gang.


I firmly believe we all need to be anti-burnout, to prevent it controlling our lives or defining our modern age. I am so pleased you have joined me on this journey, so you can be anti-burnout in your own life too. Let’s begin.










Part 1


Getting to Know Burnout










Chapter 1


What is burnout? And how do I know it’s happened?


If I was to define burnout in my own words, I would say it is the zombification of your brain, your body and you as person as a result of work-related (and we need to think very carefully about how we define ‘work’) chronic stress. As a zombie, you do not feel like a fully formed person, functioning as they ought to. You may appear to be functioning to the outside world, but in reality you are only just managing to (sometimes) do the basics – anything beyond that and higher-level thought feel impossible. Exhaustion pervades every cell and dulls all your senses, yet, because your zombified brain is constantly looking out for danger, you are also always on high alert and can’t switch off. Ever. Even when you sleep (that’s if you even manage to sleep). You have lost the person you were and have turned into the zombie version of yourself, stumbling through life with a semi-functioning brain, trying to just get through and survive.


Now, this is my experience. As you are a unique human being, your burnout experience will probably be a bit different. Let’s start by looking at the more formal definition of burnout before thinking about how it affects you.



How do we define burnout?


My description might differ to what you find in most books (they don’t usually refer to zombies, for a start) where you are more likely to come across the formal World Health Organization (WHO) definition of burnout (from their diagnostic manual ICD-11 published in 2022).1 This was the first time burnout was fully recognized2 in a diagnostic manual, although clearly not the first time it ever existed. References to what sounds like burnout can be found throughout historical literature from Shakespeare in the 16th century to Graham Greene in his 1960 book aptly titled A Burnt-Out Case. Some people even argue burnout descriptions can be found in the Bible.3


Burnout was first used as a clinical term in the 1970s when a psychiatrist called Freudenberger4 recognized it as a common group of symptoms in a clinic in which he was working (if you read his obituary, it suggests he was a workaholic who also burned out).5 Around this time, the first scientific research by Maslach and colleagues looking at burnout in social workers was also underway.6 Since this time, research and clinical interest has grown exponentially, initially mainly in caring professions and then to other groups, until we get to the point we are at today. No doubt exacerbated by the pandemic, it now seems burnout is viewed as a modern ubiquitous phenomenon, widely discussed in media, social media, books, podcasts, interviews and general society. Burnout appears everywhere you look, and many, many people see themselves in burnout descriptions. Try this out for yourself: speak to someone about burnout and I can almost guarantee they will identify with it in some way.


Let’s turn back to that formal definition. Intriguingly, WHO call burnout an occupational phenomenon not (and that is in bold in their description!) a medical illness – we’ll come back to think about what that means later. In the 2022 WHO diagnostic manual (ICD-11) definition, burnout is described as:




. . .a syndrome conceptualized from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.





There are a couple of points of interest here. Firstly, how do we define workplaces and work itself, because this will affect who we define as burned out. Secondly, who is not successfully managing the stress. Is it you as an individual? Or the workplace? Or both? We’ll look at all these factors, but let’s first dig down into the detail of how burnout is defined. Researchers Maslach and colleagues defined it with three separate but interlinked dimensions, and developed validated measures of burnout, which stipulate that all three dimensions must be present to identify someone as burned out – exhaustion alone is not enough. In line with this definition, the ICD-11 tells us burnout is characterized by symptoms in these three dimensions:






	Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion.


	Increased mental distance from/negativism or cynicism related to one’s job.


	Reduced personal efficacy.









What does burnout look and feel like?


Okay, great, we have a definition. But what does that actually look and feel like in real life? As with all formal definitions, it might look slightly different for each person. While I can tell you my perspective, and pull some examples from how other people have described their burnout, this might look slightly different for you within each dimension.


Here’s how burnout looked and felt for me, in relation to the defined three dimensions.


Dimension 1: Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion


I was experiencing an exhaustion so pervasive that it leached into everything I did and affected every area of my life. It meant I had to make extra effort to complete tasks I had to do, such as work. But this used up my reserves and I had no energy left for the even more important tasks, such as being a mum. At some point during the day, I felt like a shutter came down on my brain, which meant I could no longer function. My brain was just functioning at a basic level, on zombie autopilot, and higher brain functioning wasn’t possible. All abilities felt slowed down, and what used to be enjoyable, fun or easy now felt difficult.


I looked back on my former self and was in awe at how I had managed to function in daily life, let alone write a book. I was certain I would never be able to write a book again. My brain felt like the neurons had turned to soup and were no longer able to communicate, which impacted on all my cognitive functioning, including my communication – my speech became slow and slurred after the shutter came down. Physically, exercise seemed impossible as I often had to stop halfway up our (not big) stairs and steel myself to keep going. In what felt like a cruel irony, although I was exhausted, at the same time I was constantly on edge – I was on high alert and couldn’t switch off when I tried. No amount of sleep seemed to fix it, and my hyper-alertness meant that sleep became harder the more exhausted I became.


It seems I am not alone in my zombie state. It looks like I could muster enough recruits to form a zombie army of burned-out brains. The actor Sandra Bullock described a similar loss of brain functioning: ‘I’m so burned out, I’m so tired and I’m not capable of making healthy, smart decisions, and I know it.’ It also looks like Beyoncé was fumbling along with her semi-functioning brain when she said: ‘It was beginning to get fuzzy, I couldn’t tell which day or which city I was at.’ Welcome to the zombie army, Beyoncé.


Dimension 2: Increased mental distance from/ negativism or cynicism related to one’s job


Well, anyone who knows me knows I am a (I believe healthy) cynic, but when I was burned out I lost all my enthusiasm, which normally counterbalanced my cynicism. I couldn’t feel excited and engaged with what I was doing, nor what I was planning. I felt removed from things I’d previously been enthused by. I’m usually full of new ideas, but just thinking about doing anything new was exhausting and terrifying as I was struggling with my basic day-to-day tasks. My creativity diminished alongside my ability to function. I couldn’t feel enthusiastic because I was just trying to get through the days – and enthusiasm requires energy, which I didn’t have.


Now let’s talk negativity. My brain could have talked to you all day about negativity. All brains have a negative bias (see the Baumeister, 2001, psychology paper ‘Bad is stronger than good’ if you want to read more about this).7 But boy, oh boy, when your brain goes into zombie mode, the negativity hosts a takeover and becomes a key driving force in your semi-functioning brain. It’s well documented in scientific literature that when your brain is depleted, depressed or anxious, your natural tendency towards negativity increases, so it’s no surprise this happens in burned-out brains too. My negativity ninja was kicking and screaming at me all day – at all the things I couldn’t do or should have been doing. Seeing success on social media reflected all the things I wasn’t doing or achieving. I knew I was a fantastic zombie, but clearly I was a terrible wife/mother/ employee/author/daughter/worker (delete as appropriate, in fact just keep them all as the negativity was pervasive) because I wasn’t functioning in the roles like I used to or wanted to.


I felt like life was out of control and I was failing at it, because in some ways I was – I was certainly failing myself. My negativity made me feel even more negative: I felt bad about being negative and dragging everyone else down around me (I wasn’t, but this was how I perceived it).


Emma Gannon described something similar around her experiences in her Substack:




This was the problem. I’m normally quite positive. I was in a shame spiral. I had swallowed that message from childhood whole: that if I wasn’t positive, happy and productive then I wasn’t of value.8






Dimension 3: Reduced personal efficacy



Yes, for sure. I was ineffective at pretty much everything. Lots of people wouldn’t have noticed this, because I was able to achieve at work to the standard I wanted to. The results looked good, but people couldn’t see the extra effort I was putting in behind the scenes to achieve this or the detrimental impact of using all my energy to maintain my standards. Nor could they see what was lost as result of being a depleted battery, a zombie or that back-of-the-oven crispy chip in all other areas off my life. My cognition was slowed, my memory lapsed on an hourly basis, my communication was stilted and my attention was smashed to smithereens, taking with it my identity. I was ineffective at even basic tasks, including remembering to feed myself, drink water and take breaks (actually I was always rubbish at taking breaks – bit of a clue to one of the causes right there!). I was certainly ineffective at even more important tasks: parenting (sorry for all the beige meals, kids), friending, being fun or even being myself. Things that I would have enjoyed in the past became difficult. Nearly all aspects of me were blunted or crushed by the seeping exhaustion. I couldn’t function like normal and in losing my abilities, I felt I had lost my identity and my worth. I didn’t know who I was anymore, and this became a confusing fugue from which I couldn’t escape.


Katherine May’s description of her burnout from her Substack ‘The Clearing’ resonated with how I felt:




My brain was endlessly foggy, and I was spending my days harried, unsure what to focus on next. Whatever it was seemed urgent, but also beyond my reach. I wasn’t sure what I was doing anymore.9






How do you know you are burned out?


Please note: It can be difficult to work out whether you are experiencing burnout or if other factors are contributing. A full assessment with a healthcare professional can help determine this, look at other possible reasons for how you feel and help you access appropriate support.


WHAT ARE YOUR SYMPTOMS?


Each of us has a different brain, different body, different experiences and different lives. This means that how burnout presents in you will most likely vary from the next person and be unique to you. In the depth of my burnout I asked on my Instagram about symptoms other people had experienced and themed them to create an illustration. These symptoms went beyond the traditional description of burnout, and this is also reflected in scientific papers that ask people about their experiences of burnout.10


I’ve adapted this to help you think about your burnout symptoms under the three dimensions of burnout. Use the illustration overleaf along with the exercise on pages 23–24 to think about which apply to you and add any additional symptoms you are experiencing. There is some debate about the nature and extent of symptoms you need to meet the burnout criteria.11 The most commonly used burnout measure, the Maslach Burnout Inventory,12 specifies you need to have symptoms across all three dimensions. I have added burnout measures to the notes on page 292 if you want to explore this further.13


[image: An illustration outlines the emotional, cognitive, behavioural and physical effects of burnout.]




Description

The smiling match on the left says ‘I’m on fire!’, while a darkened match on the right says ‘Wish I could be that bright again!’. The effects of burnout are as follows. Emotional plus physical exhaustion: Tired all the time. Brain shuts down. Slow and lethargic. Detachment plus cynicism: Increased negativity. Disengaged. Hopeless. Reduced efficacy: Tasks take more time and effort. Slower thinking. Loss of purpose. Feeling ineffective. Self doubt. Emotional impact: Overwhelm. Bigger emotional reactions. Guilt and shame. Lack of enthusiasm. Sense of failure. Irritability. Behaviour impact: Loss of interest. Withdrawal from people and activities. Reduced enjoyment. Loss of sense of humour. Cognitive impact: Difficulty with concentrating. Difficulty with decision making. Difficulty with switching off, planning, problem solving and motivation. Physical impact: Health problems. Sleep issues.







Anti-burnout Exercise 1: Understanding your symptoms



List your current symptoms under the three categories of burnout, then add any additional symptoms on the next page.




	Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion:















	Increased mental distance from/negativism or cynicism related to your job:















	Reduced personal efficacy:


















Physical symptoms:











Emotional symptoms (changes in how you feel):











Behavioural symptoms (changes in what you do):











Cognitive/thinking symptoms:











Other symptoms:















IS YOUR ‘WORK’ CAUSING YOU STRESS?



According to the WHO diagnostic manual and research definitions, to be defined as burnout, the symptoms you experience should be related to your work/workplace:




Burn-out refers specifically to phenomena in the occupational context and should not be applied to describe experiences in other areas of life.14





Maslach tells us ‘this is a workplace problem rather than a worker problem’,15 which means it’s about the chronic stress that work causes an individual and the impact it has on them. Therefore, if someone is experiencing high rates of all the three dimensions – exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy – because of WORK stress, that indicates they are burned out.


We’ve already looked at your burnout presentation, so now let’s turn to whether it was a result of work. Okay, nice and easy: If your chronic stress or symptoms relate to work then you must be burned out. Hold on, though – what actually is work? The waters start to muddy when we dig in to how we conceptualize work.


First, let’s think about the term ‘work’ or ‘workplace’. They may bring to mind classic cubicles in an office, like the ones seen in The Office sitcom and films like 9 to 5 (and, an extreme example, in Severance) with a management structure in place. And I think that’s what will come to mind for most people – an office-like environment of some description, or at least a building like a hospital, a restaurant, or school or clinic with some level of hierarchical structure or management. When I read articles or books about burnout, it seems, most often, this is what the author envisages and targets their advice at.


But is this really what work means in the 21st century? What workplaces are has shifted significantly in recent times, and they might now be your home, a café, even the online world. The systems and structures (if they do exist) might be remote, rather than a tangible person and structure, or you might be your own system if you are self-employed (which is on the rise). And what is work? Is it just the stuff we get paid for, or are we missing out important parts of our life that constitute work, such as study, education, caring or other unpaid labour, which can contribute to burnout too? To accurately understand burnout and the factors that contribute to it, I believe we need to widen our perception of work and the workplace.


How should we define ‘work’ in our modern world?


Studies looking at change in work in the 21st century argue that work can no longer be primarily defined in terms of place, employment, productivity or remuneration, and that our traditional view of it doesn’t adequately capture its contemporary nature, or the diversity of the forms it takes.16


There has been a vast amount of research recently looking at unpaid labour, showing that it has traditionally been disregarded, which leads to society minimizing this type of work and the potential impact it can have. Research tells us that unpaid work (such as parenting, care work and domestic work) is often perceived as low value and is invisible in mainstream economics, and that this is underpinned by entrenched patriarchal institutions and national accounting systems that fail to factor in women’s total contributions.17 Of course, historically much of this work has, and continues to be done, by women, which may go some length to explain why women are more at risk of burnout.18 Reports have also concluded that disregarding this unpaid work can increase stress and contribute to burnout and poor mental health.19 This means we really can’t disregard it in a book about burnout – we need to value it, recognize it as work and see it as a potential contributor to burnout, because that’s what the research says!


For the purposes of this book, we will consider work in a broad sense: as paid employment in all the various forms it takes in the modern world and as unpaid employment, including those forms of work that have often been disregarded, such as parenting, caring and domestic work. We will also include other things we intuitively know are work, such as studying, volunteering and things that feel like work to us, such as managing a chronic illness.


HOME LIFE MATTERS TOO


Whether we should really be focusing on work alone is also up for debate. How many of us can clearly separate our work and home life? Often the division between the two is blurred and it is the mixing of or tension between home and work life that creates stress. A 2024 study20 challenged the belief that burnout is primarily work related. It found that factors in our personal life were also linked to burnout, concluding that we should also consider how individual-level and non-work factors contribute. This makes sense to me, because it was a combination of work (paid and unpaid) and multiple other factors that contributed to my burnout. The weight of everything together added to my stress levels.


So, when you consider what contributes to how you feel, I think we need to consider work in its broader, more modern sense as well as looking at the rest of your life. While some academics may disagree, from my clinical experience I firmly believe burnout can arise from attempts to meet obligations and demands across the spectrum of life. At its heart, it is a stress-related issue, and work factors, in the widest sense, along with meeting other obligations, often cause cumulative stress that contributes to how we are feeling.
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Brian the Brain reflections




	What does work look like to you?


	What paid work do you do?


	What unpaid work do you do?


	What else constitutes work to you?


	Has your work been causing stress recently (either due to the workload or other factors)?


	What other obligations do you have to meet that have contributed to cumulative stress?


	Is there tension between your home/work roles that creates stress?








Are you really burned out or is something else going on?


The honest answer for you is I don’t know, and you may not yet either, but you do need to find out. The link between burnout and both physical and mental health conditions is complex and most likely bidirectional, and of course you can experience both physical and mental health concerns AND burnout at one time.


In terms of physical health, it can be a complex picture.21 While it is the case that burnout, and the inevitable chronic stress that is part and parcel of it, can contribute to the development of a range of health difficulties (more in Chapter 5), burnout can also make you more prone to illness and physical aches and pains. In addition, experiencing illness of any description is stressful, often time consuming and exhausting, and may add to your load, therefore contributing to the development of burnout. At the same time, fatigue is a common symptom of many health conditions and I have worked with people who discovered they have a physical health issue that explains how they feel, and therefore fatigue improved with treatment. For example, fatigue is a key symptom of conditions such as B12 or iron deficiency, or hypothyroidism, and often energy levels can return to normal if these are treated. As you can see, this is a complex picture that might need untangling.


If you are experiencing exhaustion, I would recommend getting checked out by a medical professional to answer the question of whether there is a physical health concern contributing to how you are feeling (and also to pick up any other conditions that may have resulted from the chronic stress). Burnout is often defined by excluding other potential causes, and for me this included a scree of blood tests and assessments that ruled out other physical health possibilities along with the inevitable question, ‘Have you been stressed recently?’ To which I answered, ‘Er, yes, quite a bit I guess.’
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Brian the Brain reflections




	What are your physical symptoms?


	What do you need to get checked out?









COULD IT BE A DIFFERENT MENTAL HEALTH ISSUE?



Please note: If you are feeling very hopeless or having suicidal thoughts, I would recommend immediately accessing a healthcare provider for assessment.


It’s interesting that WHO doesn’t categorize burnout as a mental disorder; they categorize it as relating to the environment. I believe this is to place the onus on the system that is causing stress, effectively removing blame from the individual or the burden on the individual to change. But to me, as a clinical psychologist, the picture is bit more complex. Let me explain.


The question I asked myself was this: Is this actually burnout I am experiencing or a mental health difficulty? I wondered if I was telling myself I was burned out because society viewed it as a more socially acceptable explanation for what I was feeling. We can’t escape that, while mental health difficulties are unfairly stigmatized, suffering as a result of being busy is more likely to be seen as badge of honour in a society that values achievement and productivity. Look how hard I worked! Look how caring I was! Look how far I went to do a good job! Look how I suffered as a result of my efforts! Now don’t get me wrong, I absolutely do not think these things about mental health difficulties, and I certainly didn’t think my burnout was in any way glamorous or that it portrayed me in any special light. But I did doubt myself and wondered if I was just trying to define myself in a more socially acceptable way than face up to the perhaps more stigmatized label of mental illness.


Could a mental health condition explain how I was feeling? Maybe I was depressed or anxious. There are large overlaps between burnout and mental health conditions. Many of the symptoms overlap, and both burnout and other mental health conditions can result from chronic stress. Studies have shown that around 50 per cent of people who experience burnout also meet the criteria for depression. It’s not clear whether this is cause or effect (it’s likely both).22 The impact of burnout can also lead to other mental health difficulties. I mean, being burned out can be depressing. The exhaustion sucks the joy out of nearly everything and it can feel like you are wading through a puddle of sinking sand you may never escape from. It can also be anxiety-provoking. Not being able to sleep, worrying about where your normal self has gone and whether you will be able to do what you have or want to do, or be the person you want to be.


I also know all too well from the many people I have worked with that experiencing a mental health condition can be stressful and demanding, using your resources and therefore contributing to burnout. In addition (just like burnout), many people I see with mental health difficulties experience them because of the stressful environment they are in, and things improve when their context changes. There are many ways that mental health conditions and burnout can cross over and sometimes it may only be possible to extrapolate what’s going on with a full assessment by a health practitioner, such as a clinical psychologist.


Now I had a bit of an advantage here, as I know quite a lot about mental health, having worked in it for over twenty years, so I knew from looking at my own formulation (that’s how a clinical psychologist understands someone’s presentation) that the main trigger was chronic stress, characterized by an intensive period of work intertwined with my multiple other roles, wrapped up with the pandemic. In addition, I was able to see that my symptoms were highly consistent with burnout definitions. Yes, I could be anxious and sad because of how I felt, but these feelings were predominantly secondary to the exhaustion and other symptoms of burnout.


Building your own understanding might help you work this out for yourself but it’s not always clear cut, so I would recommend that if you’ve been struggling with how you’ve been feeling and it’s impacting on your day-to-day life, it’s always best to see a doctor to assess this fully. In addition, therapy can be a helpful tool, and there’s some evidence that medication may help with some of the symptoms of burnout, so it is worth exploring these options.
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Brian the Brain reflections




	How would you describe your mental health currently on a scale of 0–10 (0 being very poor, 10 being very good)?


	How would you rate your mood on a scale of 0–10 (0 being very low mood, 10 being very good)?


	What about your anxiety levels (0 being anxious most of the time, 10 being very rarely anxious)?


	How is this impacting your day-to-day functioning?


	Do you need to take immediate action around how you are feeling OR do you need to get your mental health assessed further?


	How will you do this? For example, you could explore employee assistance programmes or speak to a health professional.









Building an understanding of where you are on the burnout scale


Whether you are burned out, becoming burned out or trying to protect yourself from burnout, it’s important to understand what’s going on. This includes any difficulties you are experiencing and any factors that are contributing to this feeling. In the next chapter, we are going to build your own personalized burnout formulation to help you assess where you are in terms of burnout.


For the time being, we are going to look at burnout on a scale – are you experiencing some symptoms and at risk of burnout or already in full-blown burnout? This can be used at any stage of the burnout spectrum, from burned-out crisp to noticing your flame dwindle, to proactively taking steps to keep your flame alive. At earlier stages of burnout you tend to have a few symptoms, or meet one or two of the dimensions. The later stages are when you meet all three dimensions and will have a greater amount or more pronounced symptoms. The scale is based on research into burnout stages23 and will help you identify where you are now so you can:




	Protect yourself from burnout.


	Pick up on the early signs that you might be becoming burned out.


	Recognize if you are in full burnout.





We will expand this more into the full story of your burnout in Chapter 2, but for now let’s think about your burnout scale. You can do something to be anti-burnout at every stage, including preventative action when you are not burned out.


[image: An illustrated sequence of matches depicts the progression from high enthusiasm and stress to burnout and chronic burnout.]




Description

The sequence of matches illustrates increasing burnout over time, with each match gradually darkening, shortening and bending as the stages progress. The stages are as follows. High enthusiasm, engagement and expectations: Idealism. Energetic. Gets job done. Takes on lots. Stress: Normal part of work. Okay to manage. Greater stress: More stressful days. May impact on time or life. Often overlooked. Chronic stress: Rarely alleviates. Constant stress symptoms. Dissatisfaction and pessimism. Hard to switch off. Burnout: Reduced functioning. Constant depletion. Withdrawal and disengagement. Physical and cognitive symptoms. Low mood. Chronic burnout: Habitual and hard to reverse. Significantly impaired functioning. Detachment and isolation. Health deterioration. Despair.






Anti-burnout Exercise 2: Use the burnout scale above to identify which stage you are at


What are your signs you are at the different stages of the scale? You may not know this yet but fill in what you can. As you read through the book, think about what helps at different stages; for example, what keeps your flame alight and what helps when it starts to dwindle or is fully extinguished.








Anti-burnout takeaways





	Burnout is defined as experiencing work-related stress that has impacted on three areas: 1. Exhaustion; 2. Cynicism and negativity; 3. Reduced personal efficacy.


	When you think about work, you need to include paid and unpaid labour, and consider all other obligations and aspects of your life that contribute to your stress levels and load.


	Forming a clear picture of your symptoms can be a start to making sense of what’s going on (see Exercise 1).


	There is a complex relationship between burnout and physical conditions, and it’s important to have physical symptoms assessed by a medical doctor.


	There is also a complex relationship between burnout and mental health conditions and, if you are unsure if you are experiencing another mental health condition, it’s important to have this assessed by a medical professional.


	If you are burned out, therapy or other treatments can be an important part of your recovery. Speaking to a healthcare professional can help clarify if you are burned out and help you access support.


	If you are feeling unable to participate in daily life at all, feel hopeless or are having suicidal thoughts, STOP reading now and seek help urgently.


	Understanding your burnout scale can help you understand which stage of your journey you are at. It can also help you spot the early signs and take preventative action.
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