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			Introduction

		

		
			“This isn’t working,” Rebecca said.

			Her words echoed in my soul, and despite my best efforts, tears began to run down my cheeks. Shame kept my eyes locked to the floor because I could no longer hide the despair I was feeling. When I finally found the strength to look across the porch at my wife and parents, they reflected my despair back at me. 

			“This isn’t working,” Rebecca repeated quietly.

			I tried to respond, but my words were choked off before they could even leave my mouth. Inside my mind, I screamed and railed against the reality I had created. Of course, this isn’t working! And I don’t know how to fix it!

			They stared at me, hoping to hear words I didn’t have.

			It was the fall of 2010, and I was five years into owning a business. From the outside, it probably looked like I was doing my best to go out of business, even though inside I was doing all I could to keep the doors open. In my quest to find success, I did the only thing I knew to do: I worked hard. When that didn’t bear fruit, I worked harder. In fact, that was my answer to everything: Just work harder!

			The “freedom” I had sought in owning my own business evaporated in the crucible of eighty-hour work weeks. Almost every day turned into a fourteen-hour day. Just one more task, I’d tell myself, not realizing it was 10:30 p.m. and the entire family had gone to bed. “I just need to finish this project,” I’d explain to my young family on a Saturday afternoon, when they wanted to go to the park. Wash, rinse, repeat. Just work harder.

			That cycle continued until I landed on my parents’ back porch, intervention-style, with three sets of eyes pleading with me to see the truth. My wife and parents had everything except handwritten notes explaining how my actions had hurt them. Maybe I do need an intervention, I thought. I’ve created all this pain. My marriage and family life were teetering on the brink of disaster.

			Our bank account was empty.

			Our best friend was overdraft protection.

			Our credit cards were maxed out.

			Our relationships were at rock bottom.

			Our kids needed a father who wasn’t always angry.

			I was broke and felt completely broken, and I could not understand how things had gotten so bad. I was raised with a simple adage: If you work hard enough, you can do anything. But I had worked hard — harder than I had in my entire life. And yet, I could barely make ends meet.

			At the time, I thought the “This” in “This isn’t working” was money. More precisely, the lack of money. It would take me several more years to learn that “This” was actually burnout. I was so burned out that I no longer had the capacity to show up in a positive way in any area of my life. Because of burnout, I had abandoned my own health, ignored my family’s true needs, and failed to do anything that would bring growth to my business.

			While the adage I was raised with is true, it is also incomplete. If you work hard enough, you can do anything — until you break. In those three simple words (“until you break”) is an acknowledgment of the finite nature of humans. We are limited, and we do have breaking points. I was in the middle of crashing so spectacularly into a breaking point that I could see important parts of my life shearing off and flying in all directions. I was just learning that I was in a war with burnout, yet I felt like I had already lost completely.

			I sat there, on that back porch, surrounded by people who only wanted good for me. And yet, I felt alone. If I acknowledged that I was this weak, would my wife and parents believe I could claw us back from the edge? Or would they give up on me? Even as I write this, I feel deep compassion for the thirty-year-old me. The thought that I had to single-handedly bring the family back from the brink seems so silly now. But back then, this thinking was my reality. I felt I had to fix everything. I was backed by a smart, supportive, and loving team, yet I had completely isolated myself. I was driven by a need to prove that I was strong enough to make it all work on my own.

			Why couldn’t my younger self know what I know now? Because I needed to break in order to learn. In fact, I would need to hit a few other breaking points along the way to learn just how much of my life burnout was destroying, and just how much I needed other people.

			I would live and relive a pattern over the next few years. Any sign of financial challenge would cause me to go back to my muscle memory: Just work harder. They were the strongest muscles I had, so in each crisis, I would flex them. Day after day, I worked harder and harder, until burnout, once again, chipped away at any joy in my life.

			My conversations with Rebecca became shorter and angrier.

			My three sons became a source of annoyance rather than joy.

			I isolated myself from everyone.

			Then, again, I would hear the same words, “This isn’t working.” Sometimes the message came from within myself. Often it came from my family, which was even more infuriating. Don’t they see I’m doing all this for them?

			But I wasn’t doing it for them. Not really. I was doing it for my ego. I was doing it to quiet my fears of inadequacy and to serve the unreasonable and unachievable expectations I had placed on myself. I was doing it to prove that I was enough. I remained locked in the cycle of burnout — until I learned that hard work alone wasn’t the answer.

			Three things changed that eventually broke this pattern: First, I got help. I was finally able to raise my hand and admit I needed help. This led to finding counselors, coaches, and mentors who would alter the course of my life. Then, I began to study burnout and leadership. And finally, I began to take action, internalizing everything I was learning and turning it into daily practices.

			Through engagement with very smart people, constant study on the subject of burnout, and intentional action, I started to change. I began, for perhaps the first time in my life, to truly lead. I learned to lead myself first so that I could then effectively lead others. This meant establishing daily practices around my own leadership health, and honoring the rhythms that my mind, body, and soul were designed for.

			As I progressed on this journey, I began to feel healthier, and I started to see outcomes in my life changing. I found success, not by sheer force, but by intentional design. I began to realize that healthy leadership is at the heart of winning the battle against burnout. When I show up as a healthy leader, I am capable of creating incredibly positive impact. When I am unintentional, however, I default to my old ways of thinking and acting. Healthy leadership is at the heart of the success we are all seeking.

			If leadership is the answer then we need to better train leaders. As I looked around at the people in my life, I noticed that all my friends were CEOs or pastors. All of them were experiencing burnout, and I could see the negative effect it was having on them, their families, and the organizations they were leading. Despite living in a world overflowing with leadership authors, speakers, and trainers, there are still a lot of leaders who are losing the battle against burnout. 

			I was determined to see if I could find a way to tackle this problem. I hired my friend Terry Ishee to come in and help me think through what I wanted to teach leaders. Terry is a phenomenal teacher and coach in his own right. We would sit, one day each week, with a blank whiteboard. Over the course of those months, we sketched out the beginnings of what I wanted to spend my life doing and teaching.

			On August 28, 2018, I launched my coaching firm, Forward Partners. I gave my first talk on healthy leadership, burnout, and purpose at a luncheon for the Leander Chamber of Commerce in Leander, Texas. When I stepped off the stage, the first person to greet me was Bridget Brandt, the president of the chamber. She gave me a hug and said, “Why haven’t you written a book yet?” That question has been pinging around my brain for the past seven years. I always knew I would write a book (much to the disbelief of every English teacher I’ve ever had), but what I didn’t know was how much more experience I would need before I could write something helpful. 

			We’ve spent the past seven years deploying these ideas about healthy leadership, burnout, and thriving teams within many organizations. Each time we begin with a new organization, I know two things to be true: First, if they are willing to do the work, their lives will change for the better. And second, I am going to learn something new. The foundation of what we believe and teach goes all the way back to the whiteboards Terry and I filled up. The specifics, however, evolve with each new engagement. Each time I learn something new, it makes our work that much more impactful.

			Through this work, though, I keep running into a common problem. Very smart people look at the tools we provide — the tools to win the battle against burnout — and say, “I should use these,” but then they don’t use them. Why? Why can we acknowledge intellectually that using these tools is wise, but when push comes to shove, we revert to our old muscle memory that led to burnout in the first place? Why do we continue to lose a winnable battle?

			That is what I needed another seven years to learn. Had I written this book even a year ago, it would have been about the tools themselves. It would have been what we teach in our workshops, retreats, and training, all wrapped up nicely in book form. And while it would have been great (and might be a companion to this book in the future), it wouldn’t have spoken to the core question we’re wrestling with: Why do smart people refuse to do the simple things needed to win the battle against burnout?

			You see, winning the battle against burnout involves very simple tools — they are easy to both understand and implement. Unfortunately, we are the ones who have to implement them, and while the tools are insanely simple, we are insanely complex. We are the sum total of every experience we’ve had up to this point. That means each of us is a wild jumble of experiences, stories, fear, shame, opinions, and anxiety. It’s like we’re dealing with a giant ball of impossibly tangled Christmas lights. We have to find a way to straighten it all out before we can hope to put it on the tree.

			Through this book and this work, you’ll discover how early messages of shame can skew our view of our identity, causing us to take on unsustainable expectations and then judge ourselves as broken. Those three elements — identity, expectations, and judgment — conspire to keep us trapped in burnout. This perpetuates a cycle of burnout in each of our lives, causing us to overpromise, overcommit, and overwork, all at the cost of the life we deserve and the impact we’re meant to have. You will learn to take intentional action, to implement regular practices to show up in your life as a healthy leader and win the battle against burnout each day.

			The week I wrote this, I was blessed to officiate the wedding of my son Conner to his amazing bride Emily. As we celebrated throughout that day, there were so many moments when I was reminded how incredible life is. I walked down the aisle with Conner, pointing out the beauty of the setting sun flashing through the trees. I watched as the bride and groom struggled through tears and laughter to read their vows. As I conducted the service, I looked across the crowd at Rebecca and saw the joy in her eyes.

			There was one moment, though, that really stood out. During the reception, all three of my sons came walking down a grand staircase, all sporting tuxedos with black silk bow ties. The pride and love I felt overwhelmed me. I thought back to that moment on the cold back porch in late 2010. The younger version of me had no idea what he could lose. As I watched them descend those stairs, I realized that my work to win the battle against burnout was about so much more than just me and my health. I saw the future potential of my three sons and their families, and I knew my work would echo long into the future. This battle is worth winning, and this war is worth fighting. Not just for me and my family, but for leaders everywhere. In that moment, I became more determined than ever to do this work.

			I want my sons, and everyone reading this book, to learn from my mistakes and take advantage of everything that resonates. Do not let burnout win this battle.

			I am not Moses coming down from on high with tablets saying, “You should do this!” I’m right alongside you on the same journey. Each day, I get up and do the mindset work necessary to keep moving forward. Each day, I have to choose to use the tools that result in healthy leadership. Each day, I have to remind myself that I am enough. Each day, I have to embrace my ability to create the future. I’m shoulder to shoulder with you, saying “We have to do this.”

			We owe it to everyone who loves us.

			We owe it to everyone who looks to us for leadership.

			We owe it to ourselves.

			American philosopher Howard Thurman said, “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”

			It’s time to come alive.

			Let’s go.

		

		
		

		

			Part 1

		

		
			THE 
 ENEMY

		

		

			“If you know your enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.” 

		

		
						— Sun Tzu, 
 			     The Art of War

		

		

			Chapter 1

			Know Your 
 Enemy
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			You are fighting, and most likely losing, an unwinnable war.

			“Wait!” I can hear you say. “The cover of this book says Win the Battle Against Burnout. What do you mean ‘an unwinnable war’? I want my money back.” Just stick with me; it’ll all make sense by the end of this chapter.

			Our enemy in this war is burnout. It stalks us relentlessly, watching each of our choices, finding ways to insert itself between us and true success. It knows our weaknesses better than we do. It feeds on our ego and fear, using them to keep us trapped. It knows that if we stay trapped long enough, we will give up. In giving up, we suffer the ultimate defeat: the loss of our potential impact.

			Let’s start this journey off with some honesty. Every time someone like Simon Sinek or Brené Brown releases a book, we purchase it simply because their name is on the cover. I know I do. You most likely did not pick this book up because it said “by Chad Wright” on the cover. That’s okay.

			The real reason you picked it up was because it had the word BURNOUT emblazoned across the front, as large and as bold as we could possibly make it. Even now, when you read the word burnout, you can feel it. It’s a tightness in your chest. It’s a never-ending weight of responsibilities and tasks bearing down on you. It’s an inability to fully breathe out. It’s a lack of peace.

			Burnout was first discussed in 1974 by psychotherapist Herbert Freudenberger.1 Since then, it has become a part of our everyday language. More than just a part of our vocabulary, though, it has become a shared experience.

			Burnout has spread at an unrelenting pace because our society is a machine built to generate “success.” We’ve learned over time that the more effort we put into the machine, the more success it creates. We’ve also discovered that the success it generates is not enough. It never will be. Our society is driven by a few keywords: More. Bigger. Newer. Faster. This infinite striving makes our society great (we can imagine and create anything!), but it’s also burning us out. We are the fuel for the machine, and we are not infinite beings. Each day, we wrestle with the limits of our capacity.

			Unfortunately, like with any machine, there is the primary output and then there are byproducts. A byproduct of our machine is burnout. When we burn out, we are replaced with a fresh model and the machine continues to turn. This is all well and good for the machine, but what about the people being tossed aside like empty batteries?

			I know this sounds dramatic, but we see it happen all the time. People serve for thirty or forty years in their career. They begin their journey with vibrance and excitement, energy and purpose. By the end, we are all clapping at their retirement party, not because we’re proud of them, but because we’re glad we don’t have to work with them anymore. They have burned out to the point where they are a husk of their former selves. They are bitter, short-tempered, micromanagers. Thank the Lord we no longer have to sit next to them in the Monday morning update meetings.

			This is not an uncommon occurrence. I know because I make that joke all the time when I’m speaking at conferences. I ask if everyone is picturing a specific person in their minds, and they laugh and nod their heads yes. We have all experienced those coworkers. Some of us are those coworkers sometimes.

			From the introduction of the idea of burnout in 1974 to today, burnout has become an epidemic. Forbes recently reported that sixty-six percent of workers surveyed reported experiencing burnout at work.2 The spread of burnout has become so pervasive that in 2019, it became an actual medical diagnosis. Not just a feeling, it is now a syndrome. The World Health Organization (WHO), in its handbook the ICD-11, defines burnout in the following way:

			Burnout is a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed. It is characterised by three dimensions: 1) feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; 2) increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job; and 3) a sense of ineffectiveness and lack of accomplishment. Burnout refers specifically to phenomena in the occupational context and should not be applied to describe experiences in other areas of life.3

			I’m glad we are beginning to treat burnout as the serious problem it is (and if burnout is affecting your physical and mental health in noticeable ways, then please seek out professional help). However, I’m not a big fan of the WHO’s definition for two reasons: One, burnout is not caused exclusively by our work. Two, the effects of burnout are not contained at work. It’s not as though our brains look at stress coming from home and say, “That’s home stress, so I won’t add it to the mountain of work stress causing my burnout.” It’s also not as though we can walk through the front door of our homes and have all the effects of burnout magically evaporate, like a morning mist when the sun rises.

			The burnout epidemic has to be viewed more holistically for us to find solutions. Burnout can come from any area of our lives, and it infects every area of our lives. Many books about burnout focus on the work aspect only, and some even put the responsibility for a solution solely on the organization. While there is wisdom to be found in some of those books, I don’t agree with the above ideas. They remove the agency we all have to take action to defeat burnout. They also ignore our own role in sustaining and spreading burnout.

			Redefining Burnout

			To guide us on this journey, I’ve written a different definition of burnout. Anytime you see the word burnout in this book, this is the definition I am referencing:

			
			Burnout is the loss of capacity to align with your purpose, do your most sacred work, and enjoy life.

			Burnout robs us of the capacity to live the life we are meant to live. It keeps us trapped on a hamster wheel of false productivity. We are not meant for a hamster wheel. We are meant to show up every day, have a positive impact in every area of our life, and to do so sustainably. For burnout to sustain itself, it must destroy access to our purpose, sacred work, and joy.

			Purpose

			Our purpose is the way we were designed to impact this world. We are each here to have a positive impact through service to others. We do that in a way that is uniquely us. That one-of-a-kind mix of talents, skills, and personality define what we are capable of when we are at our best. Truly living out our purpose requires us to show up at our best — bringing those skills and talents to bear to make other people’s lives better in ways both big and small.

			Our ability to live out our purpose is hampered when we are trapped in burnout. When burnout takes over, it is hard to show up fully aligned with our purpose because we’re just trying to show up at all. That means we are unable to bring the best version of ourselves to serve everyone we lead and influence. This robs everyone around us of the positive impact we could be having, and it robs us of the realization that we matter. 

			Sacred Work

			We are meant to do sacred work. For each person, that work is different. For many of us, it’s parenting and building families. In addition to that, many of us have a calling to the professional work we do every day. You might be thinking, “I am not called to look at spreadsheets.” Maybe not. But hear me out — what if you are? I believe that almost all work can be tied to some positive impact on other people. That makes it important work, and I would even argue, sacred work. The spreadsheets might not feel special, but the impact we have on others through our work with spreadsheets is.

			The word sacred can carry religious connotations. We often think of priests, pastors, and missionaries as doing sacred work. However, there is a definition of sacred that is “worthy of respect and dedication.”4 When we do things that are in service to others, we are doing something worthy of respect and dedication. We are doing sacred work.

			Burnout will cause us to lose touch with the impact we are capable of having on the people around us and decrease our capacity to do that sacred work.

			Joy 

			We are here to enjoy life. Burnout hates joy. Burnout hates contentment and peace. Burnout hates rest. But all these things can be found. When we loosen the grip burnout has on our lives, we can slow down and see life for what it really is — magical.

			One of the greatest regrets of my life is that I rarely enjoyed my sons when they were small. Because I was so burned out, and my world was all about me, I was always waiting for what was next, hoping it might be easier. I didn’t look at my two-year-old and see the magic of a tiny version of me learning to navigate the world. No, I looked at him and wanted to know when he would be able to wipe his own butt because I had better things to do. I didn’t look at them at age five and marvel at the fact that they were about to begin a new adventure by going to school. I looked at them and wondered when they were going to start driving because I was tired of carting them around.

			On the other hand, when I watched my grown sons walk down the staircase together at the wedding, I wasn’t thinking about any of the frustrations we’d had when they were young, or how annoying they’d been as teenagers (spoiler alert: super annoying). Instead, it was all I could do to keep tears of joy from flowing. It was a reminder to experience joy in the moment, but it was also about all the joy I had missed when burnout had reigned supreme.

			Life is about joy in monumental moments like that, and small moments as well. As I write these words, I’m sitting outside at Tequilo’s Tex-Mex in Galveston, Texas. I just enjoyed the most incredible lunch and am basking in the sunny, sixty-five-degree day. I feel peace and joy. 

			From big moments to small, burnout has us so focused on what’s wrong, we can’t see how blessed we really are.

			When we show up at our best and do sacred work, we will find joy — unless burnout wins the daily battle. The war with burnout will never end. From the moment of first consciousness to the moment we breathe our last breath, burnout will be plotting and taking action, hellbent on our destruction. So why fight? Each day when we wake up, possibly wounded and battle weary from the days before, we have one undeniable gift — we have another day to fight. To fight not just against burnout, but to fight for something. To fight for our family. To fight for a lasting marriage. To fight for our children’s future. To fight for our team. To fight for the impact of our work.

			To fight for a better world.

			While the war against burnout will never end, the battle each day can be won. Burnout can be routed. It can be outflanked, outmaneuvered, and outclassed. Each day is a new chance to fight and win. As we learn to do the work and win the daily battle against burnout, we will increase our capacity to live the life we are meant to live, having the impact we are meant to have.

		

		

		
			Chapter 1 Reflection

			Reflection Questions

			
					Have you ever felt like burnout was stopping you from pursuing something you were called to do? 
  
  
  
 

					Describe a time when burnout robbed you of the ability to enjoy your life. 
  
  
  
  
 

					How do you think your life would look if burnout wasn’t stealing your capacity? 
  
  
  
 

			

			Take Action

			Winning the battle against burnout eventually requires help from others. We’ll cover that thoroughly later in this book. For now, begin to think about who you can ask to join you on this journey and write down their names. If you’re feeling extra generous, send them a copy of this book. ;-)
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