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Beyond Burnout - a self-help guide 

for those that want to get past it. 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Nobody says this, but it’s true.  Because we live amongst insane, megalomaniacal, over-zealous 
devotees of an economic religion that consumes human beings for profit, people will tell you 
that there is no such thing as burnout. Professional people, in authority, who ought to know 
better and have more compassion, will uphold this view. They will insist that the condition is 
too loosely defined to be counted as a condition at all (and it is quite loosely defined, but that 
doesn’t mean there isn’t a lot of loosely defined, but similar conditions in existence, causing 
obvious pain and suffering to many people).  

Furthermore, they will insist people ought to be able to operate successfully in an environment 
that is demonstrably consumptive of human beings, as this is the normal, natural state of affairs. 
Burnout ought not exist, because people should be able to cope, so the conventional thinking 
goes. That isn’t very helpful, as a position, to people that, for whatever reason, find they are 
unable to cope with their environment. As a statement, it lacks empathy. This book will 
challenge the idea that what we call a normal, natural state of affairs is acceptable. The evidence 
is in the number of casualties this so called “normality” produces. If you uphold a system or 
state of affairs that routinely injures and debilitates otherwise productive, well-adjusted, happy 
individuals, the reason why you uphold it needs to be re-examined. Perhaps you shouldn’t. 

The DSM, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, that wholly ideologically-
driven arbiter of sanity, denies burnout even exists as a disorder.  Except it is very real and it 
does. 

How could the DSM miss such a thing? It’s an interesting question that requires an 
understanding of how the DSM is compiled, to answer fully. Disorders are proposed and 
essentially voted on, for inclusion in the DSM, by a panel of experts. Being statistical in its 
approach, it takes the behaviour of the “average” person in the population as a benchmark for 
sanity, without considering whether or not the average person is, indeed, sane. The majority are 
simply assumed to be sane, by definition. It will be shown later in this book that the assumption 
that the majority of people are sane could be false. If they are labelled as sane, by defining them 
so, only because they represent the majority, then we may be giving carte blanche for a wide 
range of borderline psychopathic or sociopathic behaviours, simply because they are 
widespread. As a basis for the mental health of a population, the assumption and definition are 
both dubious. It alarms me that an entire field of clinical practice relies on this one possibly 
baseless assumption. 

Important note:  This book is not medical advice and is not intended to 
substitute for professional medical advice.  If you are affected by the issues 
discussed in this book, or suspect you are, you must seek professional medical 
advice.  Don’t argue with me.  You must. 

It’s possible, for example, that poor blood sugar regulation can produce many 
of the same symptoms as emotional burnout. If you are experiencing feelings 
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of depression, loss of energy and so on, it may be that you have an underlying 
blood sugar regulation problem and you should be checked by a doctor for 
that. Poor blood sugar regulation can have serious health consequences, so 
don’t ignore the symptoms. If so affected, adopting strategies for blood sugar 
regulation, such as a carbohydrate restricted diet and regular light exercise, 
can be more successful than all of the advice contained in this book.  

Other serious, underlying health problems can be masked by feelings of 
burnout. Always ensure that you have been checked for other possibly more 
critical and urgent health problems before concluding your only problem is 
that you are burnt out. Just as burnout can mask physical ailments, so too can 
underlying health problems make you more prone to, or exacerbate, burnout. 
The two can be linked and one may be a sign of the other. 

This book attempts to collect everything useful I have read about burnout and draws on the 
experiences of people close to me. It is a personal, anecdotal account and cannot hope to be 
generally applicable in all cases. That said, there is value in anecdotal evidence, though much of 
it, unfortunately, can also obfuscate, rather than inform. Read this book with the awareness and 
acknowledgement that the information contained herein, while not intentionally false, is not 
backed by detailed scientific studies conducted by the author. It’s more like a curated collection 
of information that is widely available, if you care to research it. Being a curated collection, it is 
subject to biases and unintentional omissions, which can result in an unintended distortion of 
the actual facts. Please be aware of the limitations of this material. However, I present it here, 
because I can see some value and connection to it and it has had applicability to some cases of 
burnout that I am familiar with. All this book promises is to gather the information for you and 
try to present it in a clear, cohesive way. That might be very valuable to you, depending on your 
circumstances. Indeed, that is my hope, as an author. 

I approached the writing of this book from the perspective of understanding that a lot of people 
become artists, as part of their burnout recovery programme. My primary interest is in art, 
artists and the artistic approach. I was interested to know what it was about art that seems to 
help. It turns out that being creative is a good antidote for burnout and that the most creative 
act you can attempt is to recreate yourself, hopefully free from the factors that lead to your 
burnout in the first place. 

Let’s state this in plain, unambiguous terms, too: Burnout is horrible. If you are experiencing 
burnout, recovering from it or living with somebody you love that has burnt out, I feel for you. It 
is a life-changing affliction. Often, the life changes are negative, but this book attempts to help 
turn those changes into positive ones. A fruitful, fulfilling, happy life is possible, after burnout, 
but it takes some work to achieve, at a time when your capacity for work may be quite impaired. 
In these pages, I hope to provide hints and tips to achieve a satisfactory post-burnout life. 

I began writing this book from a position of near burnout. I was not completely debilitated and 
dysfunctional, because of stresses that had built up over a long period of time, but I was burned 
out enough that finishing the book became difficult to do. (I do acknowledge that denial of the 
degree of burnout is characteristic of those with burnout, however). This was a rather alarming 
wake up call and drove me to consider how much this information might be needed by many 
more people. Completing the task is a milestone in my own recovery. It proves, with evidence, 
that you can burn out and still get back up on your feet and create things of worth. You don’t 
need to be defined or limited by burnout. It’s not a life sentence. 
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I think that burnout can happen to anybody at any time. It’s especially easy to burn out, though, 
when you care a lot about your occupation and goals in life, but encounter limitless obstacles 
and frustrations. That’s a common human experience. The variables in the equation giving rise 
to burnout are the obstacles and frustrations placed upon you by external forces and agencies, 
self-limiting beliefs and obstacles you doggedly cling to, your chosen occupation and your goals. 
All of these can be changed. In fact, having clear and healthy goals and being engaged in the right 
occupation, with the right people, can go a long way toward the avoidance of burnout and 
recovery from it. 

When I initially sat down to write about burnout, one day, I thought what I had to say would 
amount to a brief blog post. However, in writing the post, it got longer and longer, as I 
discovered I had more to say on the matter and quite a lot of reading and experience to draw 
upon. The blog post was eventually posted, but this book builds on that long post and extends it 
again. The subject matter deserves a more thorough treatment than is possible in a single blog 
post. It seems the more I write on the subject, the more there seems to be to write.  

What is clear to me is that the condition is one of the great denied and ignored afflictions of our 
age. There isn’t an official diagnostic condition known as burnout, yet there can be little doubt 
that it really happens and blights the lives of otherwise productive people with lives to live. It 
impacts the happiness and prospects of individuals and people with close relationships to those 
individuals, spreading like a contagion, except that there is no actual pathogen causing the 
spread of the condition. Rather, it takes people down because they begin to despair and lose 
hope. While the symptoms can be a perfectly rational response to conditions beyond an 
individual’s control, it is my hope that by writing on the subject, it might begin to cause some 
changes at a societal level, reducing the likelihood of future instances of burnout among the 
population. Solving the burnout problem should not always fall to burnout’s victims, exclusively. 
Wider society bears culpability and liability for its role. 

In truth, this would have to be the ultimate goal of this volume - to spread awareness of 
burnout, its causes and what society, as a whole, could do differently to protect so many people 
from suffering needlessly. I grant that it hardly ranks with heart disease, diabetes and stroke as 
conditions worthy of urgent societal intervention and understanding, yet I will argue that 
burnout is definitely a precursor or at least an indicator of serious health decline to come. I 
think it will be found, through future medical research, that burnout frequently precedes heart 
disease, diabetes and stroke, but I must disclaim this assertion as a mere suggestion, at this 
moment in time and state that this is just my hunch and pure speculation, without solid 
evidence to substantiate the idea.  

As far as I am aware, no connections between burnout and subsequent physical disease are 
being investigated scientifically. I did find an article relating job burnout to cardiovascular 
disease, conducted by the Tel Aviv University but interestingly, study of the link between 
burnout and diabetes appeared to be limited to becoming tired of managing the condition, 
disregarding your blood sugar levels due to disillusion, if you have it.  

There was no research I could find that talked about burnout leading to the onset of diabetes, 
though clearly changes in eating habits due to burnout, when they result in extreme intake of 
fructose and refined carbohydrates, are probably likely to be linked to its development 
tangentially.  

When researching burnout and stroke, again the research seemed to be confined to how stoke 
victim caregivers are prone to burnout, rather than how burnout increases the risk of stroke 
(though stroke being a form of cardiovascular disease, at root, the independent linkage 
discovered between job burnout and cardiovascular disease by Tel Aviv University could be said 
to apply). 
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If it is, ultimately, shown by medical science that burnout leads to fatal physical diseases and 
premature death, then the people that are factors in inducing burnout in an individual, through 
their actions, bear some responsibility and culpability for those mortalities. Under law, that 
would introduce a financial liability, payable to the surviving close family members of the 
deceased, or compensation claims for people rendered unable to work and earn, due to 
colleague or employer-induced burnout. Insurance against professional negligence or harm to 
third parties, as a result of doing business, may not cover such circumstances. Those found 
liable may not be covered by their insurance. It would be a catastrophic finding for those that 
have, to date, benefited by simply burning out employees, for profit, then replacing them with 
fresh, new recruits, when the inevitable and deliberately induced burnout occurs. Systematically 
engineering burnout in others, or simply failing to take steps to prevent it, would be tantamount 
to a slow-motion, grievous, bodily assault, resulting in actual harm, at one end of the spectrum, 
or a culpable dereliction of a duty of care at the other end. 

The knock-on financial, legal, moral and ethical consequences of linking the actions of people 
with power over others to subsequent burnout, leading to ill health and mortality, might be a 
reason why researchers could be wary of probing for evidence of it. It could open up a minefield. 

I’ve organised the book into sections. This first section introduces burnout and asks why it 
matters. Section two deals with the question of what burnout is. Being loosely defined, it is 
important to at least define what I mean by it, for the purposes of this analysis. Section two 
investigates the root causes of burnout and why it occurs. In section three, I present some tell-
tale symptoms of burnout, so that you can recognise the condition in yourself, or others close to 
you. Section four discusses how you can tell if you have burnout. In section five, I discuss some 
of the lesser known aspects of burnout, to prepare you to deal with it. Section six talks about 
how to cope with burnout, while you are burnt out. This is a series of suggestions for holding on 
and withstanding the worst, while you plan a recovery. Recovering from burnout is the subject 
matter of section seven. It offers strategies for healing and to make burnout a part of your 
history, rather than your present reality. Section eight rounds out the material by presenting 
ways of avoiding burnout, so that you are never (again) afflicted by it. This information is useful 
for those that want to never be afflicted and for those that do not want to suffer a burnout 
relapse. Sections nine and ten summarise the material presented in the book and provide 
additional resources for those that wish to explore my sources or read more widely on the 
matter. 

A psychological industry that makes burnout victims appear as mentally ill, for having normal, 
rational, self-protective responses to pathological madness and which normalises 
psychopathology, because of culturally-induced blindness to these aberrant behaviours, leaves 
burnout targets with an inadequate justice system that is ill equipped to help them and a so-
called therapeutic industry that is not designed to heal them. That being the case, this book 
hopes to provide tools and information that will allow burnout victims to help themselves and 
with strategies to survive burnout and thrive thereafter. 

There is a good life to be had, beyond burnout. 

Why It Matters 
 
Burnout matters because people matter. Human beings ought not be the incidental collateral 
damage of systems and organisations fixated on other goals. That they regard people as 
disposable, dispensable, interchangeable human resource units, who can be dismissed, 
discarded or damaged at will, for no better reason than to make more money, is nothing short of 
psychopathic behaviour. It’s manipulative, merciless, unfeeling, self-centred and calloused. Yet, 
we find that such quasi-psychopathic systems and organisations are all too commonly 
encountered and that good, capable, productive, useful people, with families, feelings and a lot 
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to give, are routinely and unwittingly exposed to dysfunctional organisational behaviours. As a 
result, innocent people, who had no part in the outcome, frequently become burnout victims. 

 
This is unjust. Injustice requires remedy. In preparing yourself to recognise, cope with, recover 
from and avoid burnout, some modicum of balance is restored. From a position of health and 
well-being, people so inclined can work toward changing the organisations, systems and 
individuals that have inflicted pathocratic injustices on human beings in the past. As mere 
psychological roadkill, by contrast, ill-equipped to deal with the consequences of burnout, they 
can do nothing of the sort. 

 
The waste of human capital and potential resulting from organisations that inflict burnout on its 
people is outrageously burdensome on the wider economy and society. Organisations that place 
their people in harms way, by exposing them to the likelihood of burnout, are able to dismiss the 
true costs of their actions as an “externality”. Somebody else pays the price. It does not affect 
their bottom line in a material way, or else they certainly never pay the full costs of the damage 
they cause. The fact that there are people whose health is debilitated and incapacitated, due to 
the calloused and unfeeling actions of organisations, is unconscionable, tragic and unnecessary. 

 
Moving beyond burnout is important because it paves the way for damaged people to recover 
their well being and for change to take place, so that burnout, as a problem, is designed out of 
our organisations and systems. The need for both is pressing and urgent. 
 
Most of the literature on burnout concerns itself with patching a person up, after burnout and 
returning them to the very conditions and environment that gave rise to the burnout in the first 
instance. All of the remedial actions are the sole responsibility of the victim. The organisation is 
thought to be wholly innocent, or at least lawfully disinterested (or only distantly interested) in 
the welfare of the victim and hence, usually under no obligation to change their ways. The 
assumption is that the victim must return to full productivity quickly, for the sake of their 
organisation. There is an obligation and pressure placed on them to get over it fast and get back 
to work. To date, this has not been a very effective approach. It begets more burnout and 
stigmatises the victim. The costs mount. It’s time we looked at our organisational and societal 
attitudes toward burnout and addressed what is done to prevent it, with a view to coming up 
with something more effective than what we’ve been doing. 
 
Traditionally, the main consideration in burnout cases has been the cost to employers, 
insurance companies, the mental health system and to the individuals themselves. While I decry 
any analysis that thinks only in terms of monetary loss, it is nevertheless useful to consider the 
problem of burnout from the orthodox dollars and cents viewpoint. Even stated in these 
narrowly defined terms, the problem of burnout is unacceptable, leaving aside the more 
devastating human costs to the victim. While those with a money focus blame the victims for the 
monetary loss, this book suggests that the costs are incurred because of the behaviour of 
employers, insurance companies and the mental health system, not just because of the 
individual. They are causing themselves significant monetary loss. Since this is what they mostly 
care about, it doesn’t even make sense to cause burnout, from a purely financial point of view. 
Burning out people is bad business. 

It has been reported that one in two workers who will be absent from work because of mental 
health troubles will be absent for an average of thirteen days or never return to work. The costs 
associated with an absence of this kind average out to around $6,500 per employee.  Across a 
global workforce, the cost of depression and/or burnout add up to a figure in the billions of 
dollars. In 1991, in Canada, around 15% of health insurance claims were related to mental 
health troubles. Ten years on, this number almost tripled to around 40% of all claims. This 
represents claims valued, in aggregate, at between fifteen and thirty three million dollars per 
year. In the long run, employees run the risk of lowered health insurance coverage or a 
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modification to its nature, given the costs, which never cease to accumulate, as would the 
elevated invalidity coverage, because of the rate of absenteeism that accompanies mental health 
insurance claims. 

Employers bear the costs of burnout in having to replace burnt out employees and through legal 
actions. Replacement of staff incurs recruitment costs and agency fees. Temporary employees 
may have to fill a position, until a permanent replacement is found. The intellectual property, 
experience and know how in the brain of the employee that has been burnt out also walks out 
the door, so retraining and technology transfer costs for their replacement have to be factored 
in.  
 
Legal actions taken by employees against employers have doubled, over the last years. Taking 
the United States as a case study, it is reported that nine out of ten lawsuits related to stress and 
job strain are successfully won. While this usually provides inadequate compensation for the 
loss of earnings and future earnings by the employee, it nevertheless represents a significant 
cost to business in any case. 
 
Employers also bear the costs of both absenteeism and presenteeism. Both result in diminished 
performance and productivity. A study from the United States showed that during a two-week 
period, absenteeism would cost one hour per employee, for a total of eight billion dollars 
annually. However, presenteeism, where burnt out employees are under-performing, but 
putting in the hours at the workplace anyway, contributes four lost hours per week, costing a 
total of thirty six billion dollars annually. Presenteeism is four and a half times more costly than 
absenteeism.  
 
Burnout, or professional exhaustion, was first unidentified in 1980. Prior to this date, it simply 
wasn’t recognised by the health care system. It was characterised as being mental trouble linked 
to job strain, the majority of which coming from types of work that necessitated high empathy 
on the part of the worker (jobs such as nurse, physician, etc.) Today, the boundary between 
burnout and depression has become very indistinct, which causes difficulty in differentiating a 
diagnosis of burnout from one of depression. Physicians find it difficult to diagnose burnout and 
this leaves the patient open to the possibility of numerous inappropriate or ineffective 
treatments, or sheer maltreatment. 

A person who presents in a state of psychological distress might be diagnosed as having a 
particular mental illness. This often pushes physicians to sign the person off work and to 
prescribe a psychiatric evaluation, so as to validate the diagnosis issued by the family doctor. In 
effect, this adds to the long waiting lists in psychiatry for cases that might not be an organic, 
spontaneously-occurring, mental illness at all. They could be burnout cases or something else 
entirely. The longer the waiting list for psychiatric consultation, of course, the longer they are 
absent from their usual place of work. Psychiatrists complain that this additional case load is 
often related to unjustified or inappropriately referred cases. Some studies report that as few as 
one in four of the patients on their waiting list show troubles with burnout or of depression. 
Lalla F, Rosenberg L, Brown R. 2004. ‘Inappropriate Interventions : An examination of how the 
medical model can complicate recovery and function’, December 3, 2004, Pointe-Claire 

However, despite all the costs borne by the employer, the insurer and the mental health system, 
by far the most devastating costs fall to the individual. Being diagnosed with a mental health 
problem still stigmatises an individual. People are ill-informed and largely ignorant about the 
nature of mental health issues, so this can affect employment prospects, promotion, future 
earning capacity and negative reactions and/or evaluations from peers, managers and family. It 
can lead to a loss of confidence and self-esteem in the individual, which has profound effects on 
future life prospects. Worse still, with relationships and interactions at work forming an 
important social support network, withdrawal from employment severs these ties at a time 
when the individual may need their friends the most, to negotiate mental health challenges and 
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to better recover. Downstream consequences for the individual may include reduction in health 
insurance coverage that they need as well as distrust by employers, present and future, 
regarding the individual’s ability to hold down a position and remain balanced and stable. 
Meanwhile, their wait to reach the front of the psychiatric waiting list queue may prolong their 
pain and agony. 

Burnout matters because of the massive costs, pain, stigmatisation, isolation, injustice, 
prejudice, rejection, loss of potential and suffering that burnout brings with it. 

What’s Beyond Burnout? 

 
The vista beyond burnout can be bright. It can include greater fulfilment, improved physical 
health, greater vocational satisfaction, a deliberate setting aside of time for recreation, less 
stress, more happiness and the potential for enhanced success, as defined by you, than you ever 
previously experienced. Your self-esteem may be reinvigorated. Burnout can occur because you 
were simply doing something other than what you were made to do. The opportunity to take a 
step away from an unsatisfactory, toxic environment and to redesign aspects of your life so that 
they work better for you, is one of the (few) positive outcomes that can arise, due to suffering 
burnout.  
 
That is not to endorse burnout as a route to a better life and time, of course. Burnout would 
have to be the very worst way possible to achieve this equilibrium and contentment. The costs 
of passing through burnout are not trivial. I would discourage anybody from succumbing to 
burnout for any reason, if they can avoid it. 
 
After you stop participating in activities that make you unwell, you can find that you are 
involved in creative, artistic pursuits, that you make and do things on your own terms and that 
you become surprisingly productive, not because you are under pressure to do so, but because 
you love what you do, in your newly configured life. Your curiosity may be refreshed and you 
might find yourself gaining expertise in areas you previously dismissed or overlooked. You can, 
in short, construct a life that is worth living. 
 
If you do not, or are unable to, address the root causes of your burnout, you are, regrettably, 
destined to live in a permanent state of burnout, or for frequent recurrence of burnout to visit 
you. The net effect of repeated bouts of burnout carries a physical, mental and emotional burden 
on your physical well-being that can age you before your time and even foreshorten your 
lifespan. It is a far better idea to address the root causes, make the changes necessary to avoid 
future burnout and achieve a better quality of life, in a sustained way. 
 
You may emerge from burnout with newly opened eyes, a more realistic attitude, re-defined 
goals and values, strengthened key relationships and with the important things in your life 
given their due prominence. You will waste less of your time being exploited or working for 
people whose demands can never be satisfied. A whole raft of toxic people may be eliminated 
from your circle of contact. Your contributions to the human condition, likewise, may be more 
important, longer-lasting, more significant and better appreciated than your efforts were, when 
you were burning out. 
 
The terrain beyond burnout can be a nice place, if you can put the work into getting there. 
 


