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77%

of employees say
that work stress has
negatively impacted

their physical health.

Burnout has become a pressing issue in today’s fast-paced, high-stress work
environments. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines burnout as an occupational
phenomenon resulting from chronic workplace stress that hasn’t been successfully
managed. It manifests as emotional exhaustion, apathy, and reduced performance,
leaving people feeling drained and disconnected from their work.

Headspace’s 2024 Workforce State of Mind report, our sixth annual survey on workplace mental health,
shows that work stress impacts personal lives significantly. Nearly half (47%) of employees and two-thirds
(66%) of CEOs say that the majority of their stress stems from work, rather than personal life. This stress
is taking a significant toll. 77% of employees say that work stress has negatively impacted their physical
health. Further, 75% of employees say it has led to weight gain, and 71% say work stress has led to the
breakdown of personal relationships.

Leaders are aware of these challenges for employees. In our survey, 9 in 10 CEOs say they’re concerned
about employee mental strength to respond to changes, and nearly half (49%) of HR leaders say that the
level of mental health leave of absences is increasing.

Burnout isn’t just about feeling tired or stressed. It’s a prolonged state of emotional, physical and mental
exhaustion that can severely impact a person’s health and well-being. Symptoms can affect people
differently, and certain individuals are at higher risk than others. Neurodivergent individuals, such as
those with ADHD or autism, face unique challenges, as workplace structures often don’t accommodate
their needs, leading to burnout in environments that demand constant social interaction and conformity.

To truly understand burnout, we need to look beyond the visible symptoms and consider the deeper
systemic and personal factors that contribute to it.


https://www.who.int/news/item/28-05-2019-burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon-international-classification-of-diseases
https://get.headspace.com/2024-workforce-state-of-mind
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What is burnout?

Burnout is not something that happens overnight. It develops gradually, progressing
through a series of stages that, if left unchecked, can evolve into severe emotional
and physical exhaustion.

In its earliest phase, burnout can be deceptive, often resembling high engagement or enthusiasm. This
‘honeymoon phase’ is typical when starting a new job or taking on a fresh project, where motivation
runs high and you feel excited by your work. A marketing professional might dive into a new campaign
with long hours and relentless energy, eager to prove themselves. However, this initial enthusiasm can
set the stage for burnout if not balanced with rest and self-care.

As the initial excitement wears off, early signs of stress begin to surface. Fatigue, irritability, and a
feeling of being overwhelmed might emerge, often accompanied by neglect of personal needs. As stress
becomes chronic, it begins to affect both mental clarity and emotional stability. A project manager
might find themselves constantly working late, skipping meals, and feeling too drained to enjoy time with
family or friends. Procrastination, frustration, and anxiety start to dominate daily experiences, and they
may also distance themselves from social activities, pouring all their energy into work just to keep up
with demands.

When burnout fully sets in, you may feel emotionally numb or disconnected from your work. This

stage is marked by apathy, a significant decrease in job performance and emotional detachment from
colleagues and clients. A dedicated teacher who once found joy in helping students may start going
through the motions, no longer feeling any sense of fulfillment, and even dreading the classroom. In the
most severe stage, habitual burnout becomes a chronic condition, where professional help is essential
to recover and rebuild.

THE FIVE STAGES OF BURNOUT

5. HABITUAL BURNOUT Unable to recover, burnout becomes habitualised. Characterised by depression and need for expert help.
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Understanding
the causes of burnout

Burnout isn’t caused by a singular event or factor; rather, it stems from an accumulation of stressors over
time. Identifying the key causes can help prevent and manage burnout in its early stages. These include:

Workload: Excessive demands can overwhelm employees, especially when they consistently exceed
capacity. Unrealistic deadlines and a lack of support only exacerbate the situation.

Control: When individuals have little control over their tasks or are unable to make decisions about their
work, they may feel helpless and stressed. Autonomy plays a crucial role in preventing burnout.

Reward: A lack of recognition or appreciation for one’s work can diminish motivation. When hard work
goes unnoticed, individuals may feel undervalued and resentful.

Community: Workplace relationships matter. Isolation, poor communication, or a lack of support from
peers or supervisors can foster feelings of alienation.

Fairness: Perceptions of injustice, whether related to pay, workload, or opportunities for growth, can lead
to feelings of frustration and resentment.

Values: When there is a disconnect between an individual’s personal values and those of the business in
which they work, internal conflict arises, leading to disillusionment and burnout.

Beyond these workplace factors, personal stressors, like family demands or health concerns, can
compound workplace stress, accelerating the path to burnout.
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Warning signs of burnout

It’s completely normal to have bad days at work every now and then, even if we’ve found our dream job.
But if we constantly feel exhausted, emotionally drained, unproductive, and unmotivated at work, these
could be the warning signs of burnout.

Emotional exhaustion is often the first and most obvious symptom. People who are burned out
frequently feel drained and unable to muster the energy needed for their daily responsibilities. This
sense of exhaustion can extend beyond work, affecting personal relationships and social activities.
Tasks that were once simple or even enjoyable may now feel overwhelming and burdensome.

Another warning sign is a growing sense of detachment from work. As burnout deepens, individuals often
become cynical or indifferent toward their colleagues, clients, or the tasks they are required to complete.
This disassociation leads to strained relationships and can create a toxic work environment, especially when
empathy is replaced by frustration or resentment.

Eventually, job performance suffers as motivation and focus decline. Burned-out employees may find
themselves procrastinating, struggling to meet deadlines, or making more mistakes than usual, which can
contribute to a sense of failure or inadequacy.

BURNOUT DOESN’T ALWAYS MANIFEST IN THE SAME WAY FOR EVERYONE.
SYMPTOMS MAY INCLUDE:

Physical
Chest pain - Palpitations - Stomach pain - Bloating - Shortness of breath - Headaches
- Dizziness - Poor sleep - Increased minor illnesses and reduced immunity - Appetite
changes (increased or decreased) - Muscle tension and pain- High blood pressure -
Fatigue - Irregular periods - Very low or high libido

Psychological
Difficulty sleeping (can also be a physical symptom) - Low mood - Anxiety - Worry +
Cynicism - Detachment - Irritability - Anger outbursts - Forgetfulness or poor memory -
Poor concentration - Decision fatigue - Difficulty problem solving

Health consequences
Type 2 diabetes - High cholesterol - Coronary artery disease - Cardiovascular disease
+ Musculoskeletal pain (overall pain, neck-shoulder pain, back pain and pain-related
disability) - Fatigue - Headaches - Respiratory infections - Stomach problems - Severe
injuries - Increased risk of death from all causes if under the age of 45
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Where does responsibility lie?

As long as leaders have led, there are some who respond to employee distress with a simple “just get
it done” message, seeing it as a personal weakness instead of a real concern. The view that employees
should simply toughen up and push through burnout, overlooks the vital role that businesses need to play.

Preventing burnout is a shared responsibility. While employees should manage their stress and set healthy
boundaries, companies have a key role in creating a supportive environment that helps prevent burnout.
It’s about working together to ensure everyone feels supported and balanced.

Employees should be mindful of their stress levels, set clear boundaries and focus on self-care to
manage their well-being. They need to recognise when they are approaching their limits and take
steps to reduce their workload or seek support.

However, employers have a responsibility to actively cultivate a workplace culture that promotes
mental health and well-being. A key factor here is providing employees with a sense of control or
autonomy over their work.

Itis essential to know which components of burnout are directly affecting your workforce,
in order to tailor an appropriate and effective response to it. Burnout culture does not have
a one-size fits all solution.

“Burnout doesn’t just cause huge suffering to the employee that burns
out, it also has significant impacts on the workplace too. Tackling the
causes of burnout - typically cultural factors - will help not just individual
suffering, but also the performance, productivity, reputation and
profitability of your business.”

Dr. Jenna Glover, Chief Clinical Officer, Headspace
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Actionable ways
to tackle burnout

As preventing burnout is a shared responsibility between individuals and their workplaces, both can
take actionable steps to tackle this growing challenge.

For individuals, addressing burnout is not just about having a bubble bath or doing more yoga. Broader
actions and changes are needed and setting boundaries is crucial. Learning to protect your time by
clearly delineating between work and personal life is a good place to start. This includes avoiding
work-related tasks during off-hours and focusing on activities that replenish energy and well-being.
Regular self-care practices, such as physical exercise, meditation, or simply spending time with loved
ones, can help manage stress levels. Mindfulness and mental health tools, such as those offered by
Headspace, can also build resilience against burnout by fostering relaxation and emotional regulation.

Seeking professional help can often be an essential step in recovery. Mental health coaches and
therapists can provide guidance on how to manage emotional exhaustion, reframe negative thoughts and
develop healthier coping strategies. Building a strong support network of family, friends, and colleagues
can also serve as an important buffer against stress. Having a community of people who offer emotional
support and practical advice can make a significant difference in managing your daily pressures.

TIPS TO ADDRESS YOUR BURNOUT SYMPTOMS

Set Boundaries
Protect your personal time by establishing clear boundaries between work and home
life. Learn to say no to extra tasks when
your workload is already high.

Practice Self-Care
Regular physical activity, sleep and relaxation techniques such as meditation or
mindfulness can help manage stress
and maintain energy levels.

Seek Professional Help
Mental health coaches and therapists can offer strategies for managing stress,
maintaining work-life balance
and addressing emotional exhaustion.

Build a Support Network
Engage with supportive friends, family, or colleagues who can provide emotional
encouragement and practical advice.
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For employers, creating a workplace culture that promotes well-being is key. This starts with
fostering a healthy work environment where workloads are manageable and employees are given the
flexibility to work in ways that best suit them. Autonomy plays a vital role in this; when employees feel
empowered to make decisions about their tasks, they are more likely to stay engaged and motivated.
Providing regular recognition and appreciation can also prevent feelings of being undervalued or
invisible. Simple gestures of acknowledgment can boost morale and reduce the risk of burnout.

Workplaces must also support mental health initiatives. Offering access to mental health resources,
such as mindfulness and skill-building exercises, mental health coaching and clinical care, is vital.
Likewise, implementing policies that improve work-life balance, such as flexible work hours or remote
work options, are essential in preventing burnout. A work culture that respects boundaries, limits
after-hours communication and encourages time off fosters an environment where employees can
thrive without compromising their health.

TIPS TO TACKLE BURNOUT IN YOUR WORKPLACE

Promote a Healthy Work Environment
Limit excessive workloads and ensure employees have manageable tasks. Flexible
work schedules and time off can alleviate stress.

Provide Autonomy
Empower employees to make decisions about how they work, fostering a sense of
control and engagement.

Implement Recognition Systems
Regularly acknowledge and reward employees’ efforts. Simple gestures of appreciation
can improve morale
and reduce feelings of burnout.

Support Mental Health Initiatives
Offer mental health resources, such as access to mental healthcare or mental health
days, and train managers
to spot the signs of burnout.

Champion Communication
Encourage open, honest and consistent two-way communication between managers
and employees to help identify issues early and adapt situations accordingly.

Encourage Work-Life Balance: Ensure that company policies factor in employees’ well-
being, such as through mandatory time off, remote work options, or limiting after-
hours communication.

Burnout is not inevitable

Burnout is a complex issue rooted in both individual and systemic challenges. It affects emotional and
physical health and can lead to long-term consequences if not properly managed. Being able to spot the
early warning signs and understanding the key causes, both leaders and employees can take actionable
steps to prevent burnout.
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About Headspace

Headspace is your lifelong guide to better mental health. We make mental health support accessible to
everyone, no matter their background or experience. Through our flagship Headspace app, we provide
mindfulness tools for everyday life, including meditations, sleepcasts, mindful movement and focus
exercises. Our enterprise offerings combine this skill-building content with mental health coaching,
therapy, EAP and work-life services - all in a single destination. Through expert-led workshops, manager
trainings, webinars, and live experiences, we help you integrate mental wellness into your company
culture, so that it allows a community of care to flourish. Our team of experts ranges from mental

health clinicians to Emmy award-winning producers and data scientists, working together as one to

help millions of people around the world be healthier and more productive. To learn more, please visit

headspace.com.

Interested in creating a mentally healthy workplace culture?

Contact us here.



https://www.headspace.com/
http://www.headspace.com
https://organizations.headspace.com/demo

