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Dr Jessi Gold, a psy chi at rist at Wash ing ton Uni versity in St Louis, knows she’s edging towards
burnout when she wakes up, feels instantly angry at her email inbox and doesn’t want to get out
of bed. It’s per haps not sur pris ing that a men tal health pro fes sional who is try ing to stem the
rising tide of burnout could burn out some times, too. After all, the phe nomenon has prac tic ally
become ubi quit ous in our cul ture.

In a 2021 sur vey of 1,500 US work ers, more than half said they were feel ing burned out as a res ult
of their job demands, and a whop ping 4.3 mil lion Amer ic ans quit their jobs in Decem ber in what
has come to be known as the “great resig na tion”. When people think of burnout, men tal and
emo tional symp toms such as feel ings of help less ness and cyn icism often come to mind. But

Here’s how to recog nise the phys ical symp toms of work-related stress — and
what to do about them
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burnout can lead to phys ical symp toms as well, and experts say it can be wise to look out for the
signs and take steps when you notice them.
Burnout, as it is de�ned, is not a med ical con di tion — it’s “a mani fest a tion of chronic unmit ig -
ated stress”, explained Dr Lotte Dyrbye, a phys i cian sci ent ist who stud ies burnout at the Mayo
Clinic. The World Health Organ isa tion describes burnout as a work place phe nomenon char ac ter -
ised by feel ings of exhaus tion, cyn icism and reduced e�c acy.
“You start not func tion ing as well, you’re miss ing dead lines, you’re frus trated, you’re maybe
irrit able with your col leagues,” said Jeanette M. Ben nett, a researcher who stud ies the e�ects of
stress on health at the Uni versity of North Car o lina, Char lotte.
But stress can have wear and tear e�ects on the body, espe cially when it doesn’t ease up after a
while — so it makes sense that it can incite phys ical symp toms, too, Dr Ben stress, nett said. When
people are under their bod ies undergo changes that include mak ing higher than nor mal levels of
stress hor mones such as cortisol, adren aline, epi neph rine and nore pineph rine. These changes are
help ful in the short term — they give us the energy to power through di�  cult situ ations — but
over time, they start harm ing the body.
Our bod ies were “not designed for the kinds of stressors that we face today”, said Christina
Maslach, a social psy cho lo gist at the Uni versity of Cali for nia, Berke ley, who has spent her career
study ing burnout.
Here’s howto recog nise burnout in your body and what to do about it.
WHAT TO LOOK OUT FOR
One com mon burnout symp tom is insom nia, Dr Dyrbye said. When research ers in Italy sur veyed
front line health care work ers with burnout dur ing the �rst peak of the pan demic, they found that
55% repor ted hav ing di�  culty fall ing asleep, while nearly 40% had night mares.
Research sug gests that chronic stress inter feres with the com plic ated neur o lo gical and hor monal
sys tem that reg u lates sleep. It’s a vicious cycle, because not sleep ing throws this sys tem even
more out of whack. If you’ve noticed you’re unable to sleep at night, that could be a sign that
you’re exper i en cing burnout, Dr Dyrbye said — and your sleep less ness could exacer bate the prob -
lem.
Phys ical exhaus tion is another com mon sign. Dr Gold said that one of her key symp toms of
burnout was fatigue. “I real ised I was sleep ing every day after work — and I was like, ‘What is
wrong with me?,’ but it was actu ally burnout,” she said.
Changes in eat ing habits — either eat ing more or less than usual — can also be a sign of burnout:
In the study of Italian health care work ers, 56% repor ted changes in food habits. People might eat
less because they’re too busy or dis trac ted, or they might �nd them selves crav ing “those com fort
foods that we all like to go to when we need something to make us feel bet ter”, Dr Ben nett said.
Research sug gests, too, that stress hor mones can a�ect appet ite, mak ing people feel less hungry
than usual when they’re under a lot of stress, and more hungry than usual when that stress alle vi -
ates.
Head aches and stom achaches can also be incited by burnout, Dr Gold said. One study of people in
Sweden su� er ing from exhaus tion dis order — a med ical con di tion sim ilar to burnout — found
that 67% repor ted exper i en cing nausea, gas or indi ges tion, and that 65% had head aches. It’s also
import ant to note that burnout can develop along side depres sion or anxi ety, both of which can
cause phys ical symp toms. Depres sion can cause muscle aches, stom achaches, sleep issues and
appet ite changes. Anxi ety is linked to head aches, nausea and short ness of breath.
WHAT TO DO
If you’re exper i en cing phys ical symp toms that could be indic at ive of burnout, con sider see ing
your primary care doc tor or a men tal health pro fes sional to determ ine whether they are driven by
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stress or rooted in other phys ical con di tions, Dr Dyrbye said. Don’t just ignore the symp toms and
assume they don’t mat ter.
“It’s really easy to blow o� your own symp toms, espe cially in our cul ture, where we’re taught to
work hard,” Dr Gold said.
If it is burnout, then the best solu tion is to address the root of the prob lem. Burnout is typ ic ally
recog nised when it is job-driven, but chronic stress can have a vari ety of causes — �n an cial prob -
lems, rela tion ship woes, and care giv ing bur dens, among other things. Think about “the pebbles
in your shoe all the time that you have to deal with”, Dr Maslach said, and brain storm ways to
remove some of them, at least some of the time. Per haps you canask your part ner to help more
with your tod dler’s bed time routine, or get takeout when you’re espe cially busy so you don’t have
to plan din ner, too.
Des pite pop u lar cul ture cov er age of the issue, burnout can’t be “�xed” with bet ter self care, Dr
Maslach said — in fact, this implic a tion only wor sens the prob lem, because it lays the blame and
respons ib il ity on those with burnout and implies that they should do more to feel bet ter, which is
not the case, she said. However, some life style choices can make burnout less likely. Social sup -
port, for instance, can help, Dr Gold said. This could include talk ing to a ther ap ist or meet ing with
friends (even if over Zoom). It may also help to take advant age of men tal health orex er cise bene -
�ts o�ered by your employer. Sleep ing more can help too — so if you’re su� er ing from insom nia,
talk to a doc tor about pos sible treat ments, Dr Ben nett sug ges ted.
When burnout stems from job-related woes, it may help to request bet ter work ing con di tions. Dr
Maslach sug ges ted brain storm ing with co-work ers and present ing your employer with ideas that
would help — like provid ing quiet areas for breaks and per sonal phone calls, cre at ing “no meet -
ing” days so that employ ees can have more time to focus, or ensur ing that there’s always co� ee in
the break room. Even small changes like these can make a dent in the risk for burnout if they �x a
prob lem people face at work every day. “It’s the chronic job stressors that drive people really nuts
after a while — they don’t have the right equip ment, they don’t have the things they need, they
don’t have enough people to do the work,” Dr Maslach said.
Tak ing time o� work could also help, but it’s likely only a tem por ary Band-Aid, Dr Gold said. She
com pares it to using a bucket to empty water out of a sink ing ship. “It’s still sink ing, right? You
have to do more than just occa sion ally take the water out,” she said. Still, it is import ant to take
time o� reg u larly, Dr Dyrbye said.
Ulti mately, you want to ensure you have some free dom and autonomy in your job, Dr Gold said.
“Any thing you can do to regain an ele ment of con trol can be really help ful,” she said. That could
mean doing your least favour ite work activ ity right before your break, so you have something to
look for ward to dur ing the task and time to recover from it after ward. Or it could be trad ing a
dreaded task with a co-worker and, in return, pick ing up their most hated task, which might not
be so di�  cult for you.
Finally, while you may not want to add more to your plate, try to make a bit of time each day for
something you love, Dr Dyrbye said. Her work has found that sur geons who make time for hob bies
and recre ation — even just 15 to 20 minutes a day — are less likely to exper i ence burnout than
sur geons who don’t.
“You have to have something out side of work that helps you de-stress, that helps you focus and
helps you relax,” she said. © 2022 THE
‘‘ Some life style choices can make burnout less likely


