
Life has never been more stressful and many professionals 
feel like they’re constantly on the verge of a mental 

meltdown. Lisa Lazarus explains why taking time out  
is vital for your health and survival
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down time?
Time for some
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S
uraya*, 44, is an academic  
at a university in the Western 
Cape. ‘I reached total burnout 
a couple of years ago, after 
chairing a difficult committee 

(of great ethical importance) in which I 
rubbed many people (including powerful 
professors) up the wrong way. This 
resulted in me waking up regularly at 
2am feeling anxious. Eventually I got 
physically ill ... with shingles,’ she says.

Suraya is not alone. Many South 
Africans suffer from mental exhaustion  
to varying degrees. Globally, one out of 
four adults have high blood pressure, for 
many the cause being a stressful lifestyle. 
These days, laptops are packed with  
the holiday luggage and smartphones 
keep us constantly updated with what’s 
happening at the office. No wonder so 
many professionals feel like they’re always 
on edge, both mentally and physically.

Burnout, explains Werner Teichert, 
clinical psychologist at Life Poortview,  
is a state of ‘emotional, mental and 
physical exhaustion caused by excessive 
and prolonged stress’. As the cycle  
of stress continues, the person begins  
to lose interest or motivation in  
daily activities that have a physical  
or psychological component. 

Says Werner: ‘Eventually, one feels 
disengaged, infused with both a sense  
of relentless helplessness and a loss  
of control. Coupled with no hope of 
positive change, there is also a feeling  
of detachment and sadness, which  
is the result of excessive amounts  
of stress over a prolonged period  
of time’. Suraya describes this when  

she says: ‘Every fibre of my  
being was drained of energy;  
it was horrendous.’

This makes it easy to confuse 
depression with chronic exhaustion  
or burnout. ‘It’s difficult to distinguish 
the two conditions as a lot of the 
symptoms overlap,’ says Dr Lolita 
Mostert, a specialist psychiatrist at  
Life New Kensington Clinic. A study 
published by the Journal of Clinical 
Psychology confirms this. Researchers 
surveyed American school teachers  
for burnout and found that 86%  
of those so diagnosed also met the 
criteria for a provisional diagnosis  
of depression. ‘Burnout can certainly 
lead to full-blown depression,’ explains 
Dr Mostert, ‘especially if the symptoms 
are not addressed’.

So, how do you know if you might  
be suffering from burnout? Werner 
explains that the initial symptom is 
fatigue, but it’s not cured by more sleep. 
Soon, one starts to feel ‘tired but wired’; 
the effect of exhaustion in tandem with 
elevated cortisol production. Prolonged 
stress leads to adrenal fatigue, a concept 
popular in alternative medicine, thought 
to come from overstimulating hormones 
like adrenaline that fuel high-energy 
behaviour. Later on, however, 
concentration and productivity  
become impaired, and eventually  
even the immune system weakens. 

What is to be done if you feel you are 
suffering from burnout or extreme mental 
exhaustion? Holistic, sustainable lifestyle 
changes need to be made, usually with 
the assistance of a coach or psychologist. 
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Dr Lolita Mostert is  
a psychiatrist at life new 
kensington clinic. she is 
currently working on mmed 
research on dual diagnosis 
(substance abuse with co-morbid 
psychiatric pathology).
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Werner Teichert is a clinical 
psychologist at life poortview,  
where he specialises in individual, 
couples and family therapy. He is 
currently enrolled for his phd in 
psychology and holds master’s degrees 
in clinical psychology and leadership.

Christina Maslach, a psychologist 
and professor at the University of 
California at Berkeley, formulated  
the Maslach Burnout Inventory 
(MBI), the most widely used 
assessment of job burnout.  
The MBI measures:
• Emotional exhaustion  

Feelings of being emotionally 
overextended and exhausted  
by one’s work.

• Depersonalisation  
Feelings of negativity, cynicism  
and vague paranoia.

• Personal accomplishment 
Feelings of competence and 
successful achievement in  
one’s work.

Causes of work burnout include:
•  A sense that you have limited  

or no control over your work.
• No recognition for good work.
•  Job expectations that are not clear 

or too demanding.
• Unchallenging or monotonous work.
•  High-pressure, chaotic environment.

are you 
suffering  
from job 
burnout? 
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• Eat healthily: Cut down on sugar, 
refined carbohydrates and other 
mood altering substances such as 
caffeine. Eat more omega-3 fatty 
acids – for example, salmon, 
herring, mackerel, sardines, 
walnuts, flaxseeds – to give  
your mood a boost.
Dr Mostert emphasises the 

importance of a balanced life; finding 
peace within and not depending  
on external validation. ‘There is  
no ready-made solution for this,  
no one size fits all, but a good  
place to start is to put away your 
smartphone and rather connect  
with the people and nature around  
you.’ Good advice indeed.
*Name has been changed

Werner offers some tips:
• Seek professional assistance:  

The patterns of behaviour that led  
up to burnout are often entrenched 
dysfunctional coping strategies and 
you’ll need someone to think out 
loud with you about consciously 
changing these behaviours. 

• Access social support: Reach out to 
trusted family and friends who are 
willing to listen and don’t try to ‘fix’ 
your stress. Just listening helps, but  
if you feel a professional would do 
you good, speak to a psychologist.

• Exercise: Initially, train don’t strain! 
Even a 10-minute walk can improve 
your mood for up to two hours. 

• Reframe: Use cognitive strategies  
to re-evaluate what, when and how 
you function daily, then develop new 
strategies to give you a greater sense 
of control. 

laptops are packed with the holiday  
luggage and smartphones keep us constantly updated  

with what’s happening at the office


