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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Make sure you have your notebook and pen ready for answering the journaling prompts in this book.





Introduction



People everywhere are burning out.


From CEOs to nurses, to doctors, teachers, entrepreneurs, journalists, social workers, academics, creatives... even yoga teachers are burning out.


Technology was supposed to make life easier, to free us up, take things off our plates, but instead we are feeling more exhausted, more under pressure and more stressed out than ever before. Billions of people all over the world are lying awake at night wired from exhaustion, fearful of the looming to-do list that awaits them in the morning and wondering how the hell they are going to keep this up before they lose the plot altogether.


And not so long ago I was one of those people.


My whole life ran on adrenaline. From the moment I woke up to the moment I went to sleep I was on the go. Busy, busy, busy. Stuck in a constant race against time. Deadlines always looming, work piling up, everything feeling urgent.
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I thought that if I loved my work, then I’d be immune to burnout, but, if anything, I think it made me worse. And it wasn’t just work. It was social commitments, family commitments, house admin, appointments to book, shopping to do, laundry to put on, things to buy, emails to answer... the lists were endless. There was never time to pause. The moment something was ticked off the list I moved onto the next.


It all felt too much. I was exhausted. Burnt out on living life. I couldn’t see a way for it to stop.


And so, I kept running as fast as I could, afraid that if I did take my foot off the gas, even for a second, my to-do list would catch up with me and beat me mercilessly into the ground.


SURROUNDED BY BURNOUT


I wasn’t alone. Everyone around me seemed to be feeling the same.


Then one day, I looked around at my friends and realized that we all seemed to be in varying degrees of burnout. Some were suffering the big burnout that has you signed off work for months, others had been hit by yet another mini burnout (that would be me) and some had been living on the brink of burnout for years. Finally, I’d had enough of it.


I was done with seeing smart, ambitious, caring people burning out just from trying to live their lives, do their work and look after the people they loved.


I was done with the treadmill, the daily grind and this stupid approach to working, which seemed to suggest that only if you were whipped up into an urgent frenzy would you get all the things done and get to where you wanted to go.


Frankly, I was done with feeling tired and exhausted for what felt like 98 per cent of my life. And while the general mood was ‘this is just how modern life is. There’s nothing you can do about it’, I wasn’t having it. Not anymore.



HERE WE GO AGAIN



I’d been here before. Fifteen years ago, as I had stepped into the world of full-time employment, I looked around at the 9–5 existence, the boss, the plastic desk I had to sit at every day and said, ‘No way, this is not for me. I don’t want to spend the best part of my life sitting in an office all day long, being told what to do and when to do it.’


And I had been met with the same response: ‘Yeah, well, no one likes this, but this is just how it is.’


But I wasn’t having it then, either.


I knew there were people who were doing it differently. People who were finding a way of making money doing things that they loved, living in a way that gave them the freedom and fulfilment they wanted in life.


I decided that I was going to find those people, learn from them and create my own career doing something that I loved. Then I’d come back and show anyone else that wanted to escape a 9–5 office-based existence how they could do the same.


It worked out pretty well; ten years later I had a career that I loved as a life design and career-change coach, that gave me the freedom, creativity, fun, enjoyment, money and fulfilment that I’d once been told was an impossible pipe dream.


[image: illustration]



FINDING MY MISSION



So I decided I would do the same again. I would prove that being able to thrive in this fast-paced digital world of ours isn’t just a pipe dream – it’s what we’re here to do.


I knew that life didn’t have to be this way. That work doesn’t have to be so stressful that it makes us ill. And that ending every day feeling completely and utterly drained, exhausted and brain frazzled is not how it has to be.


Over the next few years I dedicated myself to studying, learning and understanding why so many of us seem to be burning out. And, above all, how to break free from the burnout cycle and start to thrive, no matter how hectic the world around us is.


My ultimate goal was to create a practical guide to thriving in a fast-paced modern world for the burnt out, bone tired and brain frazzled. A tool kit to help each of us learn what ingredients and life tools we need in order to thrive, and how to weave those ingredients into our day-to-day lives, no matter how busy life gets. And so here it is: the exhausted person’s guide to thriving in a fast-paced world.


Writing this book changed my life. Now I hope it will help you, too.





How to use this book



If you are burnt out right now, or feel that you are rapidly heading that way, then before you go any further, head straight to Burnout SOS. Your rest and recovery needs to be your number one priority right now – you do not need to be filling your exhausted head with any other information at this moment.


However, if you’re feeling ready for change and ready to break free from burnout, then head straight to Part 1 where the journey begins.


As with every transformative journey, it begins by looking inwards. In Part 1 you’ll be exploring what inner drivers, fears, stories and limiting beliefs have been causing you to burnout, and I’ll be giving you some essential tools to use throughout the journey.


In Part 2 you’ll get a crash course on how to reclaim your energy and what you need to be doing day-to-day to keep your physical, emotional and mental energy banks topped up and flowing.


In Part 3 you’ll be taking all that you’ve learnt in Part 2 and using it to design your life so that you can thrive. We’ll be looking in particular at how to design your working day.


And if you know that some bigger things in your life need to change – perhaps your job, your career, how you work or where you live – then we’ll be looking at how to make those bigger changes too.


This book isn’t just something to read once, but is a guide and a toolkit that you can come back to whenever you need to remind yourself what you need in your life to thrive and be happy.
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THIS BOOK CAN’T CHANGE YOUR LIFE, BUT…



I promise you that the tools and exercises in this book can completely turn your life around.


Not only will they help you to recover from burnout, but they will show you how to design your life and form new habits and rituals that will have you living with more energy, vitality and power than you ever have before, BUT... you have to use it.


Reading this book alone won’t bring about change but doing the exercises will. And for that you have to create the space and time to do it.


I know if you’re run off your feet or feeling totally defeated by life at the moment then finding time can seem hard, but you can do it and you need to do it.


Don’t wait for the time to magically appear – it won’t. Don’t wait until you feel like doing it. As much as you might think you want to thrive and feel energized, trust me there will be a big part of you that will want to remain stuck and will resist doing this work. So, you have to commit to doing it.


Choose when and at what time you want to commit to working through this book, then schedule it into your calendar or diary and put a reminder on your phone if need be.


And if, after booking in dates in your calendar, you still don’t do it, ask someone that loves you to be your accountability buddy. Someone you can check in with once a week to share how you’re getting on, celebrate each step you take forward and encourage you to get back on track when you inevitably fall off (and it will happen – it happens to all of us, no matter how enthusiastic we are when we get started).
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If you’re currently in full-blown burnout or feeling on the brink of burnout, before we move on we need to make your rest and recovery the only focus right now. The rest of this book can wait until after you’ve had some proper R&R and not a moment before.









Help!


I am in full-blown burnout


People burnout in different ways.


Some people feel so physically exhausted that they can barely get out of bed. Others feel desperately tired but are so jacked up on adrenaline, they can’t get to sleep when they try and wrestle with insomnia and restless nights. Others feel emotionally raw and exhausted and find themselves bursting into tears at the smallest things.


Some lose all compassion and stop caring about a career they once used to love. Others become cynical and start doubting what they once believed in. Some get physically ill or find themselves having accidents and making silly mistakes they wouldn’t normally make, like locking themselves out of their home or getting on the wrong train.


Some feel a total loss in confidence and no longer feel they can do a job that they were once good at. Others feel as if a fuse has gone in their brain – they are slow, foggy, struggle to focus, are suddenly very forgetful and find that even the smallest decision feels impossible to make.


While burn-out symptoms can be different from one person to the next, everyone shares one thing in common: total and utter exhaustion.




The symptoms of burnout:


•   Physical exhaustion


•   Trouble sleeping


•   Loss of compassion


•   Stopped caring about your job


•   Physical illness


•   Making mistakes you wouldn’t usually make


•   Loss of confidence


•   Fogginess


•   Loss of focus


•   Doubting your abilities


•   Cynicism


•   Procrastination


•   Pessimism


•   Crying


•   Inability to concentrate


•   Feeling unable to cope





TIME TO TAKE ACTION


These are all signs that your body has had enough. It wants you to stop and you need to listen. You need to treat this as if you have really bad flu – your priority now needs to be rest.


Cancel your plans, turn off your phone. Talk to someone that loves you and let them know how you’re feeling.


If you’re feeling in any way scared about your mental health, do not hesitate to speak to a professional. You need to feel held and supported right now.


And breathe.


You’re going to be OK.



YOUR PRIORITY NOW NEEDS TO BE:



•   Sleep


•   Rest


•   More sleep


•   Relaxation (hot bath or shower)


•   Comfy clothes


•   Calming your nervous system (see Stress SOS for tips on how to do that)


•   Nourishing your body (and when I say nourishing, I absolutely think that this can include ice cream and biscuits, but hold off the booze)


•   Feeling your feelings (see Emotional check-in to find a tool to help you do that)


•   Letting yourself be supported by others


Don’t try to figure stuff out. Don’t try planning your future. This is not the time to be making big life decisions.


And, quite frankly, your brain probably doesn’t have the juice left in it to think beyond what you’re going to have for dinner. It might not even be able to handle that.


Let your mind and body REST.


Now, if you’ve had a mini burnout, you might find that a weekend or a week is enough to help you recover, particularly if you really take the rest and recovery seriously. But a big burnout takes longer to recover from and you might need to take a proper break from work. I interviewed a lot of people who had taken a few months off from work to recover from burnout – they needed it. See your doctor about getting signed off work and, if you work for a company, speak to your boss or HR.
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DESIGN YOUR ‘RECOVERY FROM BURNOUT’ DAYS



When you’re recovering from burnout, taking care of yourself, resting and doing things that help lift your spirits is your number one and only job.


Do not turn this time out into an opportunity to get things done around the house, and don’t you dare use it to catch up on your to-do list.


Your full focus needs to be on spending your time doing things that will really nourish you and help you to get your energy back up.








Activities to help you to rest, nourish yourself and lift your spirits:


•   Getting out in nature


•   Walking


•   Gentle exercise


•   Swimming


•   Meditation


•   Reading in bed


•   Cooking


•   Eating nourishing food


•   Gardening


•   Talking to people


•   Getting creative


•   Making things


•   Watching films that make you laugh


•   Journalling


•   Staring out of the window and doing nothing


•   Listening to your favourite music


•   Playing a game
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TAKING TIME OUT



•   Create a light structure to your day. Waking up and having nothing planned in your day could leave you feeling a bit lost and anxious, but scheduling too many things could leave you feeling overwhelmed. So, have a go at planning just one or two simple things for the day – maybe one thing in the morning and one thing after lunch, and see how you go.


•   Switch off fully from work. FULLY. No chatting to work friends to find out what’s going on, no checking emails once a day in case anything is important. You won’t be able to recover if you are still plugged into work. If you need help switching off (which a lot of us do), head to At the end of the work day for some tips on how to do that.


•   Switch off the notifications on your phone and, if you find yourself on social media a lot, I recommend removing the apps from your phone too for now (you can put them back later).


•   Talk to loving and supportive people.


•   Eat lots of nourishing food.


•   Drink plenty of water.


•   Sleep


When you feel ready and your mind doesn’t feel overwhelmed at the idea of taking on new information, you can head on into the next section of this book and we’ll get you started on reclaiming back your energy and your life.


But only when you really do feel ready.


Don’t try to rush your recovery.






Help!


I can feel a burnout coming on


If you are used to having mini burnouts, you’ll know what it’s like when it starts to come on:


•   Everything starts to feel urgent, the pressure is building and time feels horribly scarce.


•   You start trying to squeeze work into the times you know you should be resting. You start dropping the self-care practices you know are so important. Suddenly anything other than work feels like a luxury. There just isn’t the time.


•   You are tired and wired. You know you’re running on empty, but you don’t feel you have any other option than to carry on, so you override your body’s very clear message that you need to rest and recharge, and push yourself on with coffee, sugar, alcohol or sheer determination.


When this starts to happen, hard though it is to slam on the brakes, that is exactly what you need to do. You need to make rest and recharge an immediate priority.


If you need any convincing, then just remind yourself that if you don’t and you fully burnout, you will be out of action for days if not weeks, so if you catch it now, you’ll save yourself a lot of time and a lot of tears.


You need to book in some proper rest and recovery time ASAP. Decide right this moment when you can do that and what you will do to help calm your nervous system, make rest a priority and recharge your batteries.


What doesn’t work, is to grab a bottle of wine on the way home, flop on the sofa to watch TV and scroll mindlessly through your phone and then crawl into bed way past bedtime. It might feel like it’s what you want to do, but it is definitely not what your body or brain need you to do.


So, what are the early warning signs that you’re slipping into overdrive and starting to burn yourself out? What really helps you to relax, rest and recharge your batteries when you’re starting to feel burnt out? And what doesn’t work so well?


For as long as you are still feeling exhausted and stressed, keep prioritising rest and recovery until you start to feel your energy coming back, your mind feels clearer and your heart happier.
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Burnout is a level of mental, emotional and physical exhaustion that a nice cup of tea and a hot bath just won’t cure. It’s the feeling that you simply can’t cope any more – that you haven’t got what it takes – and you’re not sure you can go on.


Burnout has become such a global occurrence that in May 2019 the WHO classified it as a medical condition: ‘an occupational phenomenon resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.’ In Japan they even have a word that means death from burnout: ‘Karoshi’.


So, what is going on? What has happened to get us working at such a pace and under so much pressure that it’s driving so many of us into burnout? And, most importantly, what can we do about it?









A modern-day problem?


For the best part of six months I dived into the topic of burnout to try to answer these questions. I read every book, article and study I could find. I interviewed people who had recovered from burnout, people who were in the middle of burnout and people who felt it wasn’t far off.


I wanted to try and get to the heart of the problem: why were so many of us burning out?


Is it modern life? Toxic work cultures? Crappy bosses? Poor leadership? The Patriarchy? Systemic racism?


A post-industrialist work culture that has taught us to think we can operate like machines? Is it our new age of digital technology that has seduced us into staying switched on 24/7?


Or is it that open-plan offices that create an environment of non-stop interruptions that is literally driving us to distraction?


A modern-day addiction to busyness? A totally misguided belief that being stressed is a sign that you’re working really hard and fast?
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An age-old patriarchal obsession with progress and productivity?


A capitalist society that has us all chasing after the extrinsic goals of money, status, popularity, image, keeping us hooked on outside achievement and validation from others because we think that will lead to happiness and success (but it never does)?


A deep-rooted belief that a good and caring person, particularly a good woman, is someone that lives to serve the needs of others and therefore shouldn’t be so selfish or greedy as to ask that their needs should be fulfilled? Are we hard-wired to strive and struggle, even when we do have the opportunity to thrive? Or is it just that we’re all really, really bad at looking after ourselves and putting ourselves first?


Well, in a nutshell, YES. It’s all of the above. And a whole lot more.


It’s also an unjust, unequal and unfair world that is addicted to more, more, more, faster, faster, faster and it is jam-packed with toxic bosses and toxic work cultures.



TAKING CONTROL



The fact is that the modern world we live in today is not designed for most of us to thrive.


But does that mean we can’t thrive?


Hell no.


What it means is that we have to take things into our own hands.


It is time to take a radical new approach, not only to the way we live and work, but to the way we take care of ourselves. One that helps us to remain calm, grounded and energized, no matter how hectic life gets. And that is what this book is all about.


I’m going to show you the tools that you need to rise up and reclaim your energy and your life.


•   I’m going to show you how to go from feeling utterly exhausted and brain frazzled to feeling calmer, more energized and more in control of your life than ever before.


•   I’m going to show you how to set yourself free from your never-ending to-do lists, cure your addiction to busyness (yes, it is an addiction) and discover simple and effective ways to stop yourself from spinning out on stressful days.


•   And I’m going to show you how to become so energized, calm and focused at work that everyone will be asking you what your secret is.


•   And, most important of all, I’m going to make it as easy as possible for you to do, guiding you to the parts of the book that will help you most right now to get your energy back and start designing a life that you can thrive in.
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LEARNING HOW TO THRIVE



Working out how to thrive in a fast-paced modern world isn’t complicated. All the things you will need to do in order to feel energized, calm and grounded on a day-to-day basis are things you already know how to do. What is going to be hard is actually doing those things. Even though right now you may say that yes, of course, you want to thrive in life, of course you want to feel energized, calm and grounded day after day – trust me,


you


will


resist


it.


Almost all of us resist making our happiness and well-being a top priority in life, particularly those of us with a tendency to stress and burnout. In fact, we can be some of the worst at looking after ourselves, which is in part how we got ourselves into this burnt-out mess in the first place.


Now, I know there might have been big, outside factors that also played a critical role in your burnout. And I’m not for a second underplaying the exhaustion and psychological pain that can come from doing traumatic frontline work, having a toxic boss or from discrimination in the workplace and society – we will get onto that. But right at the heart of this burnout epidemic is a universal reluctance to look after ourselves properly so that we can thrive in life – either because we don’t know how to do it or because we don’t allow ourselves the possibility to do it.


For most of us it’s a mixture of both.


Because almost every person I have ever met has been brought up to believe that their self-care and their needs are not a priority.


That if you’re a good, responsible and caring person, you will put your needs to one side and dedicate yourself to attending to the needs of others, particularly if you’re a woman or a care giver. And if you’re a mother, then you shouldn’t have needs at all, the very role of raising children and looking after your family should be fulfilment enough.


If your parents, grandparents or ancestors experienced famine, poverty, enslavement, war or trauma you may carry strong inner beliefs that you simply can’t rest and relax, that it’s not safe to do that. That you must always strive, struggle and fight to survive. I have often found clients experience a strong sense of guilt at the idea that they could thrive and be happy if their families or ancestors never had that opportunity. As if by making their own self-care a priority, they are somehow abandoning and betraying those that came before them.


On the surface, while learning to look after yourself and thriving can seem like a no-brainer (we all want that, right?), there are powerful forces at play beneath the surface that will have you resisting it, no matter how much you might think you want it.


The biggest challenge of all on this journey will be overcoming your resistance to making your well-being and happiness a priority in your life.


This journey has to begin with you making a commitment. A commitment to change, a commitment to taking action and, above all, a commitment to focus on you.








The six steps to take you from burnout to thriving
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	Commit to making your happiness and well-being a top priority in your life.
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	Get to know your inner Shitty Committee and how it is driving you to burn out.
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	Tune into your inner Wise Cheerleader and turn up the volume.
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	Learn how to become a master at managing your own energy.
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