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ARE  
YOU 

BURNING 
OUT?

You haven’t taken a lunch break 
in two months. You’ve filed your 
boss’s emails under ‘NMFP’. 
And, come to think of it, you 
wish everyone in the office would 
go to hell… Sound familiar?  
If pressure’s done a number on 
your passion for work, you could 
be suffering from the stress 
pandemic of our generation
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Work too hot to 
handle? You’ve 
probably been 

struck by burnout
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someone else. I’m angry and resentful, 
and have no tolerance when people 
screw up. I’ve stopped exercising 
and live off  junk food. 

“I’m permanently exhausted and 
sometimes lash out. I once told 
a colleague her lack of eff ort was 
making the whole team look shit, and 
when she got upset I just didn’t care 
– I didn’t feel as if I had the mental or 
emotional capacity to deal with it.” 

Eventually, Liz developed bronchitis 
and a UTI, which had been caused by 
her diet of coff ee and the fact that she 
only took time for a bathroom break 
once a day. But even then, she didn’t 
feel she could stop: “My boss’s attitude 
was, ‘We’re all feeling rubbish, we just 
have to push through it.’” 

R U N N I N G O U T O F T I M E
We’re all busy: a Cosmopolitan survey 
of more than 750 women reveals 59% 
of us obsess over work while off  the 
clock, and 44% of us check our work 
emails every day outside offi  ce hours, 

including at weekends.
But these burdens are 

not just leaving us fed-up 
and exhausted – most of 
us have learnt to live with 
that aft er the hard years 
of the recession. We’re 
also showing classic signs 
of burnout: more than 
three quarters of those 
surveyed regularly feel 
a lack of motivation, 82% 

experience negative emotions and 71% 
feel dissatisfi ed with life. 

Plus, experts warn, anyone can be at 
risk. “In the past, burnout happened 
in jobs that involved working with 
people – occupations such as teaching, 
social work or nursing – but now 
it has expanded beyond the caring 
professions,” explains Sir Cary 
Cooper, a professor of organisational 
psychology and health at Manchester 
Business School, who has been 
studying burnout for more than 30 
years. “The pace of life, work overload, 
job insecurity and increasingly high › 

hen Liz gets into work on a Monday 
morning, she passes a group of 
colleagues perched on the edge of 
a desk, trading stories about their 
weekends. They smile nervously and 
wave their hands in recognition of her 
arrival. She doesn’t smile back. Instead 
she walks on, jaws clenched and fi sts 
wound into tight balls of frustration. 

She sits down and starts unpacking 
the work she has spent all weekend 
doing. She thinks back to her own 
weekend – 48 hours of work/sleep 
punctuated only by the arrival of a 
takeaway and the two minutes she 
spent posting, ‘I’m alive – but don’t 
expect to hear from me anytime soon’ on 
Facebook to quell the concerned texts 
from friends and family who haven’t 
seen her in months. And suddenly she 
resents them all – their laughter is a 
hammer blow against her exhausted 
bones. Bang, bang, BANG…

K E E P I N G U P W I T H D E M A N D
Liz, by the way, doesn’t run the 
company. She’s a commercial 
controller, only 36 years old, and up 
until fi ve months ago she loved her job 
and the people with whom she spent 
her working day. But then she took on 
a new role, and the demands began to 
pile up. As she was expected to manage 
a new team under increasing pressure, 
the passion burnt away, colleagues’ 
laughter became irritating and lunch 

breaks became something only the 
weak allowed themselves to take. 
Without realising it, Liz had become 
tired, hostile and cynical. And she 
couldn’t see a way out…

‘Burnout’ has become the 
watchword of our generation; a term 
casually tossed out to express the 
bone-tiredness that many of us feel 
at some point, living as we do in a 
24/7-connected world. But the dark 
truth is, it’s far more insidious. 

“It goes way beyond exhaustion – 
burnt-out people tend to develop a 
negative, depersonalised response to 
their job and everyone in it, and at the 
core of that is cynicism,” says Christina 
Maslach, professor of psychology at 
the University of California, Berkeley, 
who is considered one of the world’s 
experts on the subject. 

“It’s not just about somebody 
thinking, ‘I dislike my job and can’t 
stand my boss.’ It’s a response to 
chronic stressors such as ethical 
confl ict, a lack of respect 
and unfairness. If you’re 
working 120 hours a week 
and staying up all night to 
get things done, you’ll 
boast about it. But when 
cynicism’s eating away at 
you, do you brag about 
that? No, you don’t.”

Christina explains that, 
of the thousands of people 
she has interviewed on the 
subject, many describe it 
as ‘an erosion of the soul’. “They end 
up trying to get by in their job by 
doing the bare minimum – cutting 
corners and becoming less engaged,” 
she says. “This can also lead to a very 
negative response to yourself: ‘Why am 
I here? I’m not confi dent enough. I’m 
always making mistakes.’ It can easily 
lead to depression and other kinds of 
mental-health problems.”

Liz agrees that burnout made her feel 
like a completely diff erent person. “I’m 
usually happy; someone who enjoys 
people and is proud of her work,” she 
says. “But burnout has turned me into 

W
‘ M a ny  d esc ri b e 
i t  a s  “e ros i o n 
of  t h e  so u l ” ’ 
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WORKLOAD
The amount of work I have to 
complete in a day
The frequency of unexpected 
additions to my workload

CONTROL
My participation in decisions 
that aff ect my work
The quality of leadership

REWARD
Recognition for achievements 
from my supervisor
Opportunities for rises/bonuses

COMMUNITY
The frequency of supportive 
interactions at work
The closeness of personal 
friendships at work

FAIRNESS
Management’s devotion to equal 
consideration of employees
Clear and open procedures 
for rewards and promotions

VALUES
The potential of my work to 
contribute to society
My confi dence that the company’s 
mission is meaningful

All ‘A’s? You’ve found an excellent 
place to work. A few ‘B’s are 
not surprising, and people are 
usually able to tolerate them. 
A lot of ‘B’s and ‘C’s – especially 
major ones in areas that are 
important to you – signify a 
potentially intolerable situation.

ARE YOU 
HEADING FOR 
BURNOUT?
For each item,asses how 
your current work 
situation compares with 
your ideal, and rate it 
accordingly: It’s just right 
(A); a mismatch (B), 
or a major mismatch (C).

The trick is knowing 
when to hold it all 
together – and 
when to stick it
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Don’t let your 
workplace make 
you a shadow of 
your former self

‘Japan has a 
word for “death 
by overwork” ’
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expectations of us mean more and 
more people are becoming burnt out.”

A worrying number of you are 
experiencing extreme symptoms: 
40% have sought medical help because 
of stress or anxiety, and 71% have 
experienced an anxiety or panic attack. 
But although these are clear indicators 
that something’s wrong, the initial 
cues can be a lot more subtle, oft en 
only obvious to your closest friends 
and colleagues. “Behavioural changes 
are the fi rst warning sign – for 
example, if you were previously 
sociable you might become 
withdrawn; you might be less co-
operative or more aggressive; and 
your sense of humour might wane,” 
says Sir Cary. “Physical signs depend 
on the person. You may get more colds, 
smoke or drink more, eat more or less, 
or suff er gastrointestinal problems.” 

T H I R D-D EG R E E B U R N O U T
And it doesn’t stop there: it’s thought 
burnout could even kill. In Japan, they 
have a word for ‘death by overwork’: 
karōshi. Offi  cial reports show this as the 
cause of death for around 400 Japanese 
workers per year, citing stress-related 
heart disease, stroke and suicide. 

‘Where would be the best place to stand 
on the train platform… just in case I 
decided to jump?’ That’s what 30-year-
old HR executive Leeanne Graham 
found herself thinking one morning 
on her daily commute to work.

She wasn’t sure when the thoughts 
started, but she did know work had 
gone from being something she loved 
to a place where she shoved papers to 
the back of her drawer because she 
just couldn’t face dealing with them. 
“If I couldn’t see them they didn’t 
exist,” she says. “I knew my colleagues 
would have to take up the slack, so 
I lay awake every night worrying. If I 
took annual leave, I’d be terrifi ed of 
being found out – but even that didn’t 
make me do the work. It was like 
a brick wall I couldn’t get over.”

Leeanne realised she’d hit burnout 
when she found herself thinking about 

suicide. “That morning, aft er just three 
hours’ sleep, I reached rock bottom. I 
didn’t believe anyone would care if 
I went through with it – although, of 
course, that wasn’t true. It didn’t help 
that underneath my mask of normality 
I’d distanced myself from my 
colleagues – I was oversensitive and 
had negative feelings towards people 
I used to get on with. I made it into 
work, and although 
I was worried about 
losing my job, I went 
straight to my manager 
and broke down. I 
knew I couldn’t carry 
on without help.” 

She was referred for 
counselling by her 
employer and used 
those honest 
conversations to take 
stock of her career. “I 
asked myself, ‘Do I want 
to be happy, successful?’ 
And I realised it just 
wasn’t happening in 
my HR role,” she says. 
“I resigned without a 
job to go to, started 
temping and felt better 
immediately.”

“Burnout is about 
resentment,” Yahoo’s 
president and CEO 
Marissa Mayer 
famously said back 
when she worked at 
Google, logging 130 
hours a week and 
sleeping at her desk. It’s 
one of the reasons why 
many of the tech giants 
provide so many perks 
for employees. 

At Yahoo, speakers such as Tom 
Cruise and Deepak Chopra are invited 
to give motivational speeches to staff , 
while barbecues and private concerts 
from the likes of Taylor Swift  are also 
part of the company’s ‘give back’ ethos 
– on top of transport to and from work, 
sleep pods and basketball courts for 

letting off  steam. In addition to free 
food and drink, Google off ers staff  legal 
advice, on-site medical services, travel 
insurance, extra time off  and spending 
money for new parents, and tuition 
reimbursement of around £7,800. And 
this year, Facebook and Apple started 
off ering female employees assistance 
with egg freezing. The message is clear: 
we’ll work you hard, but we’ll give you 

enough support so 
that resentment won’t 
ever sink in. 

T H E R E M E DY
Most of us would be 
lucky to fi nd that level 
of inclusivity and trust 
in a relationship, let 
alone in an employer. 
So how can you 
protect yourself from 
burnout? “Find out 
how it’s going for 
colleagues you trust,” 
says Christina. “If 
you’re the only one 
with a problem, maybe 
you should move on. 
But if others are 
struggling with the 
same issues, work out 
how to change things.”

Generation Y, who 
have been raised on 
digital nomadism, 
fl exibility and multi-
tasking, should be less 
susceptible to hitting 
the wall: “Millennials 
will cope better than 
those of us over 40, as 
they know jobs aren’t 
for life; they’re better at 
adapting,” Sir Cary says.

Although Liz’s job is improving, 
she’s seriously considering her future. 
“I’m fed up of having to say, ‘Sorry for 
being such a bitch,’ and having to 
work through bronchitis was a crisis 
point,” she says. “It might be time to 
move on. Even if things get better, 
what I’ve suff ered is hard to forgive.” ◆

YOU ALSO 
TOLD US...

40%

34%

44%

56%

71%
of you work unpaid 

overtime

describe your jobs as ‘very’ 
or ‘extremely’ stressful 

of you have drunk alone 
to de-stress

regularly neglect your 
appearance or health 

through stress

of you over- or undereat 
because of stress
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