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To my daughter, for inspiring a renewed purpose within me. To my wife, who continues to support my journey and evolution. To my parents, for braving the dark seas to bring hope and love.













Introduction





When was the last time you actually took some time for yourself? I’m not talking about a hot bath with bubbles, although that’s nice too. When was the last time you reconnected with you?


Did you spend your time as a kid going from school to activities, getting home only for bedtime? Today, are you the parent who finds yourself carpooling your way around town, from drop-off to pick-up to running errands?


You know the drill. You get up. Get the kids dressed. Get breakfast. Get in the car. School drop-off. Head to work. Start a day of nonstop meetings. Crap, it’s 5:30. Time to go pick up the kids. Rush to the car. Drive to daycare. “How was your day, sweetie?” Rush home. Cook dinner. Rush out the door for 6:30 swimming lessons. Crap, forgot the goggles. Oh well. Check emails while sitting in the stands, waiting for the lesson to be over. Twenty-five more minutes. Scroll through Instagram. Time. Let’s go to the locker room, shower, and head home. 8 p.m. Get the kids ready for bed. 9:30 p.m. Collapse on the sofa. 10:17 p.m. You hear the sound of little footsteps. “Mom, I’m hungry.” F*ck.


This is our lives. Day in and day out.


It is exhausting, but it’s just the way life is supposed to be. Right?


In November 2022, I left my VP corporate role. I left with no job lined up. I left a lot of money on the table. It was risky.


But the risks of staying? It’s quite a list.




	Degrading mental health


	Plummeting physical health


	
Having zero energy for the people I love


	Living my life by someone else’s plan


	Being at the mercy of a need for validation





And honestly, I was incredibly unhappy on the inside, but smiling on the outside. The distance and time I gained from leaving my job gave me clarity on what I truly wanted in life:




	To laugh with friends and family


	To spend time with my spouse


	To get up and travel whenever I want


	To experience my kids’ childhood with them


	To have the choice of doing what serves me


	To work on projects with people that fill my soul





And I had to say no to everything else. Life is extremely fragile and I realized that now was the time for change.


I learned that by creating a plan to re-evaluate my values and passions, I could take an intentional step to live a life that was my own.


And you can too.




Chart Your Course


I wrote this book to be a guide for those who are planning a career break. There are many types of breaks that can be taken, and my objective is to share with you a how-to guide to plan your break to maximize its impact on your life.


This book is broken into three parts. The first is the prep work, the second is how to structure your break to make the most of your time off, and the third is how to reintegrate to the work world and live more intentionally once your break is over.


As part of writing this book, I interviewed more than one hundred people to better understand burnout, how they were dealing with it, and how a career break benefited them. As a certified coach, I also work with clients to help them navigate finding balance as they struggle with burnout. Throughout this book, I will share their stories. All are anonymized to maintain confidentiality and respect their privacy.
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Part 1

Decision-Making and Preparation
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CHAPTER 1

Waypoint: How Did I Get Here?







“Water always goes where it wants to go, and nothing, in the end, can stand against it. Water is patient. Dripping water wears away a stone.”


—Margaret Atwood








Water is the most powerful element. It can move around any obstacle without losing its essential nature. It is the most versatile element, with the ability to take on different forms—a solid, a liquid, a gas. It can dissolve mountains. It can destroy and it can bring life. Water can bring relief in the desert and it can drown you. For me, water has always symbolized a sense of renewal and transformation.


Think about famous stories involving the ocean. You’ll probably think of your high school reading list:




	Homer’s Odyssey, in which Odysseus journeys home by ship after the Trojan war.


	Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, in which water plays so many symbolic roles.


	Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, about Professor Aronnax and Captain Nemo on their exploration of the ocean depths.


	Yann Martel’s Life of Pi, in which Pi Patel journeys on the ocean in a lifeboat with a Bengal tiger after a shipwreck.


	And even Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid, in which the mermaid princess longs for a life she doesn’t have on land with a human prince.





What do all these stories have in common? They all speak to the allure, the mystery, and even the challenges of the sea.


Water and the sea have played a pivotal role in the story of my family. It is our past and our way forward.




My Story: How I Worked Myself into Burnout


I’m a daughter, sister, wife, mom, stepmom, mentor, and friend. I am the daughter of two Vietnamese refugees and a first-generation American achiever. I lived up to my parents’ dreams and became a first-generation college and postgraduate degree holder. I graduated with two bachelor’s degrees in three years and was my sorority’s first Asian American lesbian president and the youngest person to graduate from my executive MBA program, in fifteen months with honors.


In the corporate world, I was promoted five times in three years, managed multimillion dollar accounts in my early twenties, and moved to executive roles by the time I was thirty. I have always been an achiever, and everywhere I went, I sought out opportunities to lead. Everything looked great on paper.


In 2017, I married my wife, Amber, and I became a stepmom to three kids, who are now twenty-three, twenty-two, and eleven. In April 2019, we welcomed Ellis, our beautiful and strong-willed daughter (may she keep that spirit forever). Despite having all the qualities I’d want her to have as a woman in this world, my headstrong, spirited daughter could be a challenge as a toddler. In the midst of the pandemic, like many parents, we kept her home and safe from exposure while trying to balance childcare, schooling, and both of our jobs. It was both a blessing and a nightmare. Our toddler had never slept through the night. I spent most nights waking up at least once or twice.


It should come as no surprise to anyone who has had young kids that with caregiving comes physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion. Everyone tells you how wonderful it is to bring a small human into the world, but they never tell you how truly hard it is. There is nothing to prepare you, and nothing comparable to the experience. The exhaustion from not sleeping starts when you’re pregnant. At the time, I thought, “Oh, this is super uncomfortable.” Fast-forward, and discomfort doesn’t even begin to describe the level of exhaustion of raising a kid.


Then comes the mental and emotional exhaustion. You are constantly worried about keeping your little one alive, and then when they enter their toddler years, you are trying to keep yourself sane. Arguing with a toddler has to be worse than arguing with a narcissistic terrorist. There is no reasoning and often unsuccessful negotiating. And beyond barely surviving each day, you want to be an amazing parent who raises a happy, balanced, and productive future adult. You’re dealing with the emotional trauma that you grew up with and trying to not repeat the cycle with your own child. It’s just too much. As a parent to young children, this time is incredibly difficult in all aspects of life. But we also have two older children, and I’ll say that it doesn’t get easier, it’s just different. Young adults in their early twenties have different needs from their parents. They are out in the world, making their mistakes, which requires you, as a parent, to have heightened levels of different anxieties and concerns.


At work, the pressure was just as intense, if not more so. I was achieving on the outside but struggling on the inside.


For three decades I have been a high achiever, frantically trying to climb a corporate ladder to prove to myself that I am enough—smart enough, good enough, worthy enough.


As VP of marketing, I was responsible for our company’s growth and lead generation. It was a constant battle of not feeling good enough and wanting more, more, more.


When I had my daughter, I took twelve weeks maternity leave. When I returned, my team looked exhausted and unmotivated. Three months later, the resignation letters started to come in. By the end of the year, 30 percent of my team had resigned, all managers.


March 2020 hit all of us like a brick wall as the world struggled with a global pandemic. Stress levels were high, and lots of people started to evaluate their own mortality and priorities. I couldn’t backfill the roles fast enough. And then 30 percent turned into 50 percent. By the summer of 2020, only three people had stayed.


The pressure kept piling on and I felt like a failure; I had failed my team and my organization, and the high turnover was the proof. Was it me? Was I just a terrible manager? Did I not know how to manage a team? This was the first time in my life I had lost so many direct reports. Despite their leaving, I was still in close contact with them as friends and we’d sometimes meet up for coffee. I’d ask for their candid feedback on where I went wrong, and they would answer, “It’s not you, it was never you.” Although that was good to hear, their responses didn’t get to the bottom of it and didn’t bring me comfort or ease.


I still had to answer to my boss, the CEO, and an executive team on why my department staff was dropping like flies. I had to show not only that could I continue to excel at my responsibilities, but also that none of my channels were suffering. It was suffocating, but I couldn’t let the stress paralyze me. I stuck to my tried-and-true methods: smile, be solution-oriented, move faster, and look calm doing it.


Over time, I second-guessed myself, and imposter syndrome grew strong. I was in my head constantly—worried that I’d say the wrong thing and then get judged and penalized for it later. Would people say negative things about me? Would they say I wasn’t good enough at my job? After twenty years in the corporate world, I felt anguish. I loved my job and I knew I was damn good at it, but somewhere I got lost. I couldn’t breathe.


It’s easy to blame circumstances for burnout. I wish I could say there was one final straw that made me quit my job. But here’s the truth—it wasn’t one decision. It was countless decisions I made over twenty years.


I wore these as badges of honor: I went nowhere without my laptop, I was early to work and stayed late. I lived on coffee and protein bars. I’d grind on weekends and vacations. I responded to every ping or notification. I’d take calls at 8:00 p.m., 10:00 p.m., or even 3:00 a.m.


But I did that at the cost of missing birthdays, dinners, family events, being late every day for daycare pickup, skipping anything resembling self-care, missing my daughter’s first words. The list goes on and on. And then the reality of mortality hit when I experienced the sudden death of mentors and colleagues, of aunts and uncles.


That’s when achieving stopped feeling good. It was replaced with emptiness and fear that I could lose what truly mattered for the sake of emails and forgettable projects.


From a physical perspective, I just didn’t feel like me. I never lost the baby weight, and with the pandemic I ended up gaining another nineteen pounds on top of it. I felt tired, sluggish, and overall unhealthy. I was sitting at my desk all day. My Fitbit would scream at me because I’d get six hundred steps a day. I would joke, “I’m going to die.” It was no joke.


________


My story is not unique. You’re likely feeling some of this too. As you look around, you’re overwhelmed. Your environment is chaos, your internal state is chaos, and your work is demanding and, yes, chaos. And yet, you probably feel guilty even complaining about your struggles. I felt that deep guilt too. I know that I should be grateful, and I am. I have a partner to help take on some of the load. Our family is healthy. We have good jobs that pay well. We have a roof over our heads. We should be grateful. You can be grateful and still know that there has to be more to life than work and this feeling of burnout.







My First Sailing


There was no denying that I felt aimless, and I was languishing. So I decided I needed to take a break. I took a weekend. I left the kids with my spouse, and I checked myself into a hotel down the road from our home. My goal was to “brainstorm” what my life’s purpose was. I packed a stack of multicolored Post-it notes and a handful of Sharpies and sat in the hotel room alone trying to figure out what I needed to be happy. This was an exercise that I normally did annually, but this time, despite my attempts, I couldn’t see beyond the blank sheet of paper.


The first three hours were extremely boring. The next six were even worse. I kept writing—one idea per Post-it note: What would I do if I wasn’t worried about money? What would I do tomorrow if I knew I was going to die in six months? If I had $10 million in my bank account, what would I do? What matters to me? What legacy do I want to leave on this planet? I kept asking myself a series of questions, hoping to get to clarity, but instead I was blocked.


The truth was that my identity was shifting and that what was once important to me no longer mattered. How the hell did I get to this point? How did I get so lost? I have always been so certain.


Author and poet Brianna Wiest says, “If you really want to change your life, let yourself be consumed with rage: not toward others, not with the world, but within yourself.” Well, I was mad as hell at where I was, that’s for sure.


Climbing that corporate ladder now felt meaningless and unfulfilling. I just wanted to do great work with people I liked. And I wanted to raise my daughter to be joyful, in a world that would love and accept her. That’s it. It was really that simple.


But those simple words were not so simple in execution. At least, at the time, I couldn’t see it.


Although my job felt unfulfilling, it paid well and I needed to take care of my family. If I left that job, I’d just have to go get another one, so nothing would really change. I knew I wasn’t stay-at-home-mom material—I wasn’t a great teacher, and I lacked the patience required.


So what could I do? To say I was lost and overwhelmed would be an understatement. I began to realize that this was much deeper than typical exhaustion. My spirit felt broken, my soul felt sucked dry, and my body felt like mush.


I was walking around with a heavy weight on my shoulders, peering through my foggy brain and eyes, struggling with a permanent shortness of breath from the last panic attack and the fear of the next one coming. I was a walking zombie. I was desperate for anything that could bring me back to life again.


Until then, I had no idea just how much burnout could destroy you from the inside out—mentally, physically, and spiritually. I decided that if I was going to come back to life again, I had to find out everything I could about burnout—what it was and how to fight it. So I did what all responsible adults do: I went to Google and typed in “burnout cures.”


What I learned kicked off my journey from burnout to balance and led me to discover the benefits of taking a career break. If you have ever felt anything like I did—read on.
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Free Diving


In each chapter of this book, I’ve included exercises to help guide you along your journey as you prepare and plan for your career break. Much like free diving, where divers swim without heavy tanks and equipment, these exercises encourage you to navigate the depths with conscious decisions, self-awareness, and an acute understanding of your capabilities.




	When was the last time you felt truly alive, and what were you doing at that moment?


	Are there any habits or behaviors that are holding you back from reaching your full potential? How can you break or change them?


	In the Resources section (page 225), you’ll find a template for a balanced life wheel. Complete it.


	Review your balanced life wheel (downloadable). Are there areas you’d like to improve, change, deprioritize?


	If you could achieve anything in life without the fear of failure or judgment, what would you pursue?
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SCAN QR CODE FOR DOWNLOADABLE ACTIVITY


Visit www.careerbreakcompass.com
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CHAPTER 2

Learning the Ropes: Burnout 101







“When anxious, uneasy, and bad thoughts come, I go to the sea, and the sea drowns them out with its great wide sounds, cleanses me with its noise, and imposes a rhythm upon everything in me that is bewildered and confused.”


—Rainer Maria Rilke








Before you try to leave burnout behind you and take to the open water, you need to learn the basics about burnout to understand the research.


Let’s start with how the American Psychology Association defines burnout:




n. physical, emotional, or mental exhaustion accompanied by decreased motivation, lowered performance, and negative attitudes toward oneself and others. It results from performing at a high level until stress and tension, especially from extreme and prolonged physical or mental exertion or an overburdening workload, take their toll.





Well, that doesn’t sound great.


Since you picked up this book, you probably have an inkling that you have reached a point of burnout. But just in case you need a little more affirmation, complete the questionnaire on the next page.


If you answered yes to at least two of these questions, let me say that you’re not alone. For so long, those of us feeling this way have said that it’s just the way of life. We all work until we die. Maybe if we’re lucky, we have some good years in retirement to enjoy our lives.


I believe the pandemic affected our way of thinking and believing. We were stuck at home, spending quality time with family, and we were scared. This fear sticks with you and makes you question what truly matters.




Why the Focus on Burnout?


Burnout is not a new topic. The term burnout was first coined by Dr. Herbert Freudenberger, an American psychologist, in the 1970s. Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, burnout was already an emerging concern for many countries. In fact, the World Health Organization (WHO) identified burnout as a global issue. So why are we all feeling the impact of it now?








	Burnout Questionnaire


	Yes


	No











	Have you become cynical or critical at work?


	

	






	Do you drag yourself to work and have trouble getting started?


	

	






	Have you become irritable or impatient with others? Your family, spouse, coworkers, customers, or clients?


	

	






	Do you lack the energy to be consistently productive?


	

	






	Is it difficult to concentrate?


	

	






	Do you lack satisfaction from your achievements?


	

	






	Do you feel disillusioned about your job?


	

	






	Are you using food, drugs, or alcohol to feel better or numb yourself?


	

	






	Are you exhausted from not sleeping seven to eight hours a night?


	

	






	

Are you experiencing unexplained headaches, stomach or bowel problems, or other physical complaints?



	

	









I have a few ideas:


Pandemic Impact: The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated burnout symptoms for many of us, and especially for healthcare workers. Those of us who were already struggling before went off the deep end with remote work, isolation, and caregiving responsibilities. The pandemic poured gasoline on our already smoldering issues.


Global Work Culture: The way we work isn’t working. Today’s work culture involves long working hours, high expectations, and the increasing use of technology, all of which have contributed to burnout. It’s not isolated to the United States—it’s prevalent in many countries and industries.


Economic and Social Factors: Economic pressures, job insecurity, and social expectations also contribute to burnout. The stress to hit revenue goals in a challenging economic environment trickles down. The fear of layoffs may have increased, but the actual rate of layoffs has not. In a review from the Bureau of Labor Statistics since 2002, there were two layoff peaks, the Great Recession in 2009 and then the pandemic peak in March 2020. The layoff levels between 2021 and 2023 have been consistently lower than in the preceding two decades.


Awareness and Reporting: More people are aware and talking about burnout. More research has emerged about burnout, and more people are seeking help for their experiences.


Driven by demanding work cultures, economic pressures, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, burnout has become a pervasive issue across professions, industries, and countries. However, there’s more to it. Burnout encompasses numerous facets of our life.







Types of Burnout


If you’re like me, you’re probably thinking about burnout as it relates to work. However, work is just one area of burnout that can negatively impact your life and your mental state. When I reflect on my own experience, work was a contributing factor, but it was the work coupled with parental burnout and relationship burnout that really made it debilitating.


________


Think about all the jobs you have. No, really. All of them. All the unpaid jobs you engage in on a daily basis. We often joke that working parents have three shifts a day. The “get out the door” shift, “the typical workday” shift, and “the bedtime, dinner, and after-school activities” shift. Then you’re probably logging back into work or feeling guilty if you don’t. This isn’t limited to those who are parents. We engage in different types of work each day. Caregiving for an aging parent? Volunteering? Professional development or networking? The side gig that you hope to be a full-time career at some point? The hobby you engage in that may or may not make money? We are multifaceted and multidimensional and so is our burnout.


As you map out the areas in your life where you feel burnout, it’s important to recognize that this is a layered experience. There was not one singular reason driving you to pick up this book. So be sure that as you are reflecting on your needs, you also consider the feelings you need to acknowledge and the systems you need to put in place to reset, recharge, and rebalance your life.


Types of burnout:




	
Parental Burnout: Do you have children you are caring for?


	
Caretaking: Are you caring for an elderly person or family member?


	
Relationship: Is your relationship with your significant other suffering? How about your relationship with your parents or family members? Do you have social connections?


	
Work: How are you feeling about work? Are you feeling overstimulated and stressed? Undervalued?







Work Burnout


Dr. Barry Farber studied work-related burnout and categorized it into three areas: overload, being under-challenged, and neglect. You can feel overload burnout in caretaking, or neglect in relationships, and so on. Farber’s categories can also be used to think about burnout in other areas of our lives.







Overload Burnout


Overload burnout is the most common type of burnout and what most people think of when they think of the topic. This occurs when people work harder to achieve success, often sacrificing their personal lives and health.


Signs you experience overload burnout:




	You say, “I am so overwhelmed and exhausted.”


	You work fifty, sixty, or more hours a week.


	You find yourself venting about your stress, which then puts the people you care about into problem-solving mode and creating more stress and responsibility.


	You feel exhausted from caretaking, on top of your work, side gig, meal prepping, laundry, and all the million other household things.


	Your health begins to fail, you barely get to eight hundred steps a day, and you stop going to the gym.










Under-Challenged Burnout


Under-challenged burnout is when someone feels unmotivated because they aren’t challenged or stimulated by the work they do. These are individuals who don’t feel appreciated by their managers or superiors or the relationships in their lives. These individuals may feel a loss of passion for their work and don’t feel fulfilled.


Signs you experience underchallenged burnout:




	You don’t feel connected to your work, coworkers, or leadership.


	You feel disengaged and stuck in your role or even your life.


	You feel that you have unused skills and are wasting your time.


	You feel negative and cynical.





These individuals have passion, desire, and potential. Yet their existing roles and situations don’t allow them to truly express themselves, and thus they cannot contribute their unique gifts.







Neglect Burnout


Neglect burnout happens when someone isn’t provided with guidance and is left to their own devices. This will often leave them feeling helpless, frustrated, and anxiety-filled. These individuals start to experience negative self-talk, convincing themselves they are incompetent.


Signs you experience neglect burnout:




	You feel unmotivated.


	You feel like you cannot keep up with demands because expectations are not defined.





To me, not giving someone the dedicated time and attention to set them up for success is worse than the sink-or-swim concept. Yes, this can be a result of bad managers. However, this may also sound familiar in our personal lives, with our kids, and even with our spouses when we don’t prioritize the time to check in, talk about where we want a relationship to go, or even have kind conversations about how someone’s day went. All these lead to feeling neglected. And neglect has deep psychological impacts.










Personality Types Prone to Burnout


Burnout is both internal and external. For me, there was a predisposition to burnout based on my own internal insecurities. Put me in an environment that allows that insecurity and self-doubt to manifest and grow rampant, and I’m done for. The work has to start with you.


So who is typically more prone to burnout? Christina Maslach, psychology professor emerita at UC Berkeley, created the Maslach Burnout Inventory, a study that assessed burnout and found that it consists of related but separate dimensions, including emotional exhaustion, depersonal-ization, and a reduced feeling of personal accomplishment. Personalities more prone to burnout are those who lean more toward introversion and neuroticism. Neuroticism, one of the Big Five personality traits, is defined as a tendency to experience anxiety, depression, and self-doubt. This may result in frustration because there is a fear about performing at high levels, which then leads to isolation that further drives feelings of anxiety.


In short, these personality types are most prone to burnout:




	Introverts


	Perfectionists


	Type A personalities with a high need for control


	Those who are highly sensitive


	People pleasers





Wait, so people who are more introverted and neurotic are more prone to burnout? Cool. I feel a little called out here. However, it’s not just these personality traits that lead to burnout. According to burnout researchers Michael P. Leiter and Christina Maslach, these environmental elements also foster burnout:




	High workload


	Lack of control


	Not being rewarded or being underpaid for the work


	Lack of community, and limited or no relationships at work


	Feeling a lack of fairness, trust, respect, and openness


	Not feeling psychologically safe


	Conflict with the organization’s values





The more I read about burnout, the more I felt I was reading an autobiography:




	Being thrown a million tasks with no priorities.


	Never-ending work tasks. Feeling like I was drowning.


	Not having real friends at work. Feeling desperately alone.


	Not feeling I could truly share my perspective without judgment.


	Making good money but somehow feeling negative and unmotivated.





So, I get it, I was burnt. Like, crispy, well-done bacon. So what the hell was I supposed to do? I cannot tell you the amount of reading I did on mindfulness, resting (a.k.a. sleeping), and breathing. But every time someone would talk to me about these things, I wanted to hurl something at them. How was I supposed to rest when I had a two-year-old? How was I supposed to get eight hours of sleep, when I hadn’t slept since 2018, and to be honest, I was an insomniac before that. My mind never slowed down, and a part of me was prideful about it. I liked being ten steps ahead of everyone else. But the achiever in me, I’d later find out, was just the people pleaser in me.







People Pleasing and Burnout


I am a card-carrying member of the people pleasers club. People pleasers are often susceptible to burnout because we have a hard time saying no. We don’t like to let people down, so we take on tough projects to ensure that we are liked. People pleasers tend to get an F in boundary setting and instead attract people who will likely push our boundaries.


Have you heard Luisa’s song from Encanto? When I heard it, it hit me like a gut punch. “I’m pretty sure I’m worthless if I can’t be of service.” Yes, Luisa, I feel you, sister. Who am I if I’m not that person for people? Who am I?


I’m not going to lie to you. I was deep in all the shit. I didn’t know what to do; I felt lost and powerless. Everything felt so wrong, but what did I have to complain about? I had a well-paying job and a good title for a company that did good for the world, I worked remotely, I have a comfortable home, a supportive spouse, a great family, and I was in decent health.). I shouldn’t be complaining, I should be ecstatic. But I wasn’t.







Stages of Burnout


You don’t just arrive at burnout town. It’s a slow journey. Think of it like a cross-country road trip.


Phase 1: The Honeymoon Phase


At first, you get in the car, with all your snacks and road trip music ready to go. You start the car, your tank is full, and your seat belt clicks in. You are energized and excited. You couldn’t be more optimistic!


Phase 2: The Onset of Stress


Suddenly, it starts to rain. Except, it’s not just raining, it’s pouring. Stress builds, and you start to feel anxious. You can’t see out your windshield as your wipers frantically try to push off the rain. Your optimism fades.


Phase 3: Entry to Chronic Stress


The rain isn’t letting up, so you pull off at the next exit. You are stressed and exhausted from white-knuckling your steering wheel. You decide you’re going to check into a nearby hotel to rest for the night.


Phase 4: Burnout


Unfortunately, the only option is a one-star hotel that looks like a scene from a horror movie. The bed is extremely uncomfortable. You’re exhausted physically and mentally, and it feels as if this trip will never end.


Phase 5: Habitual Burnout


The next day, you get back in the car, filled with a foggy brain. Unmotivated and drained, you feel there’s no end in sight. You start your car. The Check Engine light flashes on.


This is the road trip from hell. And unfortunately, this is how many of us feel in our lives. Running on fumes, exhausted, and yet, still feeling we have to keep pushing forward. The question to ask is, where are you even going? Is there actually a destination?


Then, what do you do when you see the Check Engine light? Do you keep going, or do you stop to find a mechanic? For many of us, we are overwhelmed by the day-to-day and we lose sight of the signs for a checkup. We neglect regular maintenance, and we suffer the consequences tenfold. Think about the little chip that’s probably on your windshield right now. Are you going to leave it there, or call a company today to come fix it before winter comes and your entire windshield needs to be replaced?


Reflecting on the past twenty years, I could see that whenever I hit Phase 3 (Entry to Chronic Stress), I’d switch jobs. I would start driving in a different direction where it seemed less stormy, and a new adventure would await me at the Honeymoon phase. It would typically take me a year or two to get to Phase 3. I’d hover there for a bit, and then I’d leave.


But this time was a little different. With the pandemic and desire to stay in a company for a decent amount of time, I stayed longer than I usually would have, and that’s when I found myself deep in Phase 5 (Habitual Burnout). Yes, it was likely accelerated by the pandemic, having a child, and other macro factors. But it didn’t change the reality.


I’ve talked to many of my coaching clients about this, and like me, they kept driving right into Phase 5. They kept driving with the Check Engine light on. And now, the car is smoking on the side of a gravel road.







How Long Does Burnout Last?


This is a common question people ask me. Knowing the answer won’t make you feel any better. It can be anywhere from six months to years for recovery. I kept thinking, is it like a breakup? I remember an episode of Sex and the City where Charlotte said that it takes half the amount of time of the relationship to get over it. So, if you’ve been burned out for five years, is recovery two and a half years? If you’re burned out for eighteen years, does it take nine to dig yourself out of it? Are you kidding me?! Who has time for that?


At the moment you decide you need change over comfort, it’s hard to continue denying the truth. Deep down, our bodies know. I basically had no immune system; exacerbated by not taking care of myself (and an adorable toddler who sneezes in my face), I was sick all the time. My body was constantly tense. I’d sit at my desk and feel my hamstrings tighten. (No, it didn’t count as exercise. Darn!)


Over coffee recently, a friend (and former boss) shared an anecdote about being called out for looking visibly burned out. We’ve all probably experienced this at one time or another—a friend or colleague or even your hair stylist says to you, “You don’t look like yourself. Your energy just seems low.” It’s hard denying you’re burned out when the person you look at in the mirror has lost that spark.


So what’s the solution? Just walk away? How do you keep your distance from burnout when you spend fifty-plus hours of your day in it? And you don’t have nine years of free time to recover from it? We can’t just quit our jobs and hang out on the beach. (Though, that does sound quite tempting. Sign me up!)
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