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Introduction

None of us expect our jobs to actively harm us, but that is exactly what mine did to me. I am a practising doctor with a degree in neuroscience and I have over 20 years of medical training and clinical experience under my belt. However, despite this, even I didn’t recognise that I was sliding into burnout until I hit a mental health crisis.

I’m not the only one. According to a 2024 report, a whopping 91 per cent of adults in the UK have experienced high or extreme levels of pressure and stress at some point in the past year. So, if you are feeling increasingly stressed and overwhelmed from your work or caring commitments, I hear you. I’ve been there. I know what it feels like. And I’m here to help you do something about it. There is a way through.

My own experience with burnout began just six short months after qualifying as a GP (general practitioner or family physician) – this was all the time it took for me to go from never having had a mental health problem to being in complete crisis mode. The changes that happened to my mind and body as a result of my burnout were so significant that every aspect of my life was affected and I didn’t recognise the person I’d become. I can’t put into words how devastating it was to experience a full-blown burnout. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, and that’s exactly why I’m writing this book.

You see, despite burnout affecting so many of us today, there is still so little information readily available to support those of us who experience the condition. As an experienced doctor with a background in neuroscience, ‘burnout’ was not a term I had ever come across before – either professionally or as part of any of my training – until I had my own first-hand experience with it.

This is why I have chosen to dedicate my career to burnout education, mental health advocacy and career coaching, and why you’re reading this now. There is more that can be done and more information to share, and I am here to help. During this guide I will bring together my 20-plus years of clinical training and practice, my background in neuroscience and my lived experience of burnout to help explain everything you need to know to both effectively prevent and recover from burnout. You’ll have the tools, techniques and knowledge that I wish I’d had to help me.


Who can this book help?

I appreciate that the reasons why you may have picked up this book will probably vary.

Perhaps you work in a stressful job and are wondering if you’re currently burned out, or perhaps you feel like you’re headed there. Maybe you know that you are run down and burned out already and you need support. You might have experienced burnout and are now going through the recovery process. It could also be that you’re worried about someone else and are looking for ways to understand their situation and support them. Regardless of your reasons for picking up this book, I’m glad that you have because I’m confident that this guide will give you the valuable insights and strategies to help you with your particular needs.

So, to clarify, this book is for you if you:


	 work in a high-stress, high-demand job;

	 often feel exhausted and overwhelmed;

	 feel that you are not supported emotionally in your job, or that the demands of your job outstrip your current resources or capacity;

	 are worried that your ability to manage work stress is getting away from you;

	are a woman or a member of a marginalised group, or a parent or caregiver, alongside having a high-stress job;

	 identify as being burned out, but are not sure what you need to do next in order to start to recover effectively;

	 are in burnout recovery, looking for guidance about what changes to make to ensure a successful, sustained recovery;

	 are worried that someone close to you might be burned out.





What will we cover?

The successful management of burnout is – unfortunately – so much more than some simple self-care and stress-reduction strategies. I’ll be working here, therefore, to upskill you with everything you need to know about burnout management.

My hope is that the information I provide will support some of you in preventing burnout (as, interestingly, the advice given for prevention of burnout is almost exactly the same advice as is given for burnout recovery). But, for those of you who already have burnout, I’ll provide you with an evidence-based six-step recovery plan.

To do this, I’ll be splitting this guide into three separate parts. In Part I we dive into understanding burnout, as we look at what burnout is (and what it isn’t!), the workplace factors that cause it and the people who are most at risk. Part II is about identifying burnout, as I guide you through the Burnout Assessment Tool, so you can identify any burnout in yourself and learn ways to identify burnout in others, too. Then Part III is where we tackle recovery from burnout, and here I outline the crucial six steps to recovery, which I’ve grouped into three phases, as follows:


	PHASE ONE: Getting healthy

	Step 1: Admitting there is a problem

	Step 2: Distancing from work

	Step 3: Restoring your health






	PHASE TWO: Preparing for change

	Step 4: Questioning your values

	Step 5: Exploring work possibilities






	PHASE THREE: Actioning change

	Step 6: Making changes to work

	Bonus Step 1: Staying healthy after change

	Bonus Step 2: Identifying and overcoming barriers to change





Throughout, I’ve included exercises to help you engage with the material, so you can explore these as and when you feel ready and able to do so. My goal with selecting these exercises has been to ensure they are impactful but accessible and relatively quick to do.

I’ll be guiding you through everything that you need to recover effectively, and stay recovered. Managing burnout is not an easy or a short process, but together we have absolutely got this!



How to use this book

Reading a book from start to finish can be overwhelming, especially when you’re already feeling stressed and burned out. I’ve therefore broken down this guide so that it can be read sequentially, but you can also dip in and out, as needed. Feel free to start wherever feels right for you, depending on your energy levels and personal situation. However, if you’d like some guidance, then my recommendations are as follows:


	If you work a high-stress job and you’re looking for ways to keep yourself well, I would recommend reading from the start, beginning with Part I.

	If you’re on the brink and not sure if you’re burned out, you might want to skip to Part II to work out if you are. If you’re not there yet and want to work on prevention, I recommend beginning at Part I. But if you do identify as burned out, I suggest you skip straight to Part III to focus on recovery methods.

	If you’re in recovery, you might want to go straight to Part III, where recovery is the focus. This will allow you to concentrate on the things that are most appropriate for you in the present moment.

	If you’re worried about someone else, feel free to skip Part II, where you can learn how to identify burnout and read my advice on how you can support someone else.





My story

Before we dive in, I think it’s important to share my own experience with burnout as I will be touching on this throughout the rest of the book. A warning, though: my experience of burnout has been extreme, but I want to share this with you now so that (whatever situation you’re reading this from) you know that you’re not alone.

I have had two burnout episodes in my life and I hope that by sharing my story you can see that if I could get through them, then so can you. I also made many mistakes along the way before I finally reached full recovery, so I’m hoping you can learn from these – and avoid the same pitfalls as me!

I first qualified as a doctor in 2008, after six years of training. I then completed ten further years of training (first in anaesthetics and then in primary care) and by 2018 I had qualified as a GP, and I took up a new position in this role. However from this point on, I very quickly developed what I now know to be burnout. At the time I had no idea what was going on because during my entire time at medical school, and during my decade of postgraduate training, the term ‘burnout’ had not once been mentioned. Therefore, during this time – my first burnout experience – I had absolutely no idea what was happening to me, let alone that what I was experiencing was a recognised condition with a name. All I knew, when I ended up in burnout for the first time, was that I was in a desperate state.

You might be wondering what this first burnout looked like for me. Well, during this period, I was still showing up to work and going through the motions, but internally I was a mess. My list of symptoms – both physical and mental – were extensive. I was experiencing terrible headaches and a permanent sensation of pressure on my throat, like I was choking. I was having vivid nightmares and I was exhausted, no matter how much sleep I got. I was experiencing incredibly distressing and uncontrollable intrusive thoughts, which were largely focused around harm coming to my two children. I also was incredibly negative and pessimistic and I enjoyed nothing. I had lost interest in all of my hobbies and I felt incredibly unmotivated. I was easily upset over the smallest of things, which caused problems with my family. I found I both cared too much and I felt completely numb at the same time. I had also started to self-neglect by not looking after myself physically. I struggled to make decisions at work too, as decisions that would normally have come to me easily took much longer, and I obsessed over whether I was missing things (as a doctor, this really got to me, as patient care is at the heart of what we do). My head became just the most exhausting place to exist. Yet, despite all of this, no one knew.

As I said, throughout this period I was still turning up to work and, according to feedback from colleagues at the time, I was still performing well and providing safe care for my patients. While this was a relief to hear (as I was caught up in a horrific cycle of worrying about my decision-making and decision fatigue), it meant that no one else at work had noticed that I was in crisis. I felt intense shame and loneliness as I struggled with my burnout alone, and internally I was berating myself for seemingly not being able to cope with the pressures at work.

My symptoms were significant but I forced myself to work harder in the mistaken and misguided belief that somehow I could ‘work’ my way out of the situation. When that didn’t work I blamed myself entirely. The crunch point came when I had a panic attack, having never had one in my entire life. It shocked me into realising that I was deep into something that I couldn’t control. I knew I needed to make changes at work, so I spoke to my manager and my workload was halved. I was grateful for this, but I didn’t have the confidence to take what I really needed: sick leave.

I quickly realised that a reduced workload wasn’t sufficient to allow me to recover, so I made the decision to leave my job. The plan was to work more flexibly while I got myself together and worked out my next career steps. At this point, I didn’t know that I had burnout, but I knew there was something very wrong. I thought if I could just leave my current job then I could leave my problem behind. I referred myself to Practitioner Health (the specialist mental health service for public sector healthcare staff in the UK), but unfortunately I was not able to get an appointment before the 2020 pandemic started. I had left my job just a month before the first lockdown, and subsequently had to move fast to secure work in rapidly changing – and deeply worrying – circumstances.

During this time, I worked a variety of medical jobs and I was coping well enough now that I was distanced from the job that had burned me out. However, I was still working under very similar pressures, and I now had the additional pressure of working in healthcare during the pandemic. I could feel burnout slowly creeping back.

Looking back now, I can see I made mistakes during my first burnout, which allowed for the second burnout experience to take place. Some of these mistakes were simply because I had no idea that I was in burnout, and I just didn’t know what I needed to do to recover. For instance, I didn’t take any time off work (when this was an option available to me) due to the immense guilt I felt at the thought of taking sick leave, and potentially causing problems for my colleagues and patients. Other mistakes were due to circumstances that were completely out of my hands. For example, I could never have anticipated having to step up to be the sole earner for our family during the first year of the pandemic (after finally leaving the job that burned me out), but that is what was necessary at the time. After leaving the job that burned me out, I had hoped for some time to rest, recover and regroup, but instead I needed to go straight back to full-time work. I therefore didn’t have the opportunity to make sufficient changes to how I worked or coped with stress, so I was vulnerable to relapse – and that’s exactly what happened.

As I saw my second burnout crisis looming in 2021, I became desperate to avoid going back to that same dark place again, so I referred myself back into Practitioner Health. This time, I managed to secure myself a spot, and when I was officially diagnosed with burnout I was placed under the care of a GP and a therapist. With their support, during my second burnout experience I learned techniques and strategies to help manage my symptoms and put me on the path to recovery. The knowledge that I gained about burnout during this period helped me to identify the mistakes I had made during my first burnout experience, and I was able to correct them moving forward. For example, having not taken time off with the first, I went on to take nine months off from public sector work during my second burnout. This gave me sufficient space from the workplace factors that were fuelling my burnout, so I could engage with making the changes I needed to get better. I also went through an intense course of therapy to give me the skills to help manage the terrible anxiety I was experiencing, and to give me vital tools to help me better manage my stress.

One of the most surprising things I learned during my treatment for my second burnout was that the way I was feeling during my burnout was not down to me. Instead it was down to significant changes to the structure and function of my brain, and to changes in my stress hormones, which had a direct impact on my body. When I finally reached a point in my recovery where I had the energy to engage with reading burnout research, suddenly the pieces fell into place: I hadn’t fallen apart because I wasn’t good enough at coping or because there was something wrong with my stress-management skills. I had fallen apart because my brain and body had changed due to the intense stress I was under. What an absolute revelation. My symptoms were completely out of my control. That knowledge helped me to forgive myself for ending up the way I did. I hope too that by explaining this here, you might be able to find some understanding – and perhaps some forgiveness – for yourself if you are currently experiencing burnout or if you have in the past. (I will be covering the changes that happen to your brain and body in more depth in Chapter 1.)

My experience with burnout changed me, giving me a completely new perspective on life. I now work to provide burnout education to as many people as possible in a number of different ways. Online, I






Mental health crisis



	 Thoughts of self-harm or suicide (please seek same-day help)

	 Disabling distress or loss of function

	 Significant self-neglect (for example, not washing, eating or drinking)

	 Panic attacks

	 Nightmares, flashbacks or hyper-vigilance

	 Intrusive thoughts

	 Significant sleep problems

	Careless mistakes and inability to focus

	 Feeling numb, lost or out of control

	 Withdrawal from relationships and socialising

	 Dependence on food, alcohol or recreational drugs to cope






Therapy



	If you are able to see a therapist: The advice I share will be a fantastic add-on to the work you’ll already be doing. I will take you through all the additional things you need to do outside of therapy to recover, such as looking at your career options.

	If you are waiting to see a therapist: This book will give you some simple therapy-based exercises and techniques to get started on while you wait. You can then continue using this advice as extra support to aid your ongoing recovery.

	If you are unable to see a therapist: This book will give you some simple therapy-based exercises and techniques to work with. The advice here is not intended to replace seeing a therapist, but if you have barriers to access this support, it can certainly help.
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