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Stress vs burnout  
What is the difference ? 
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The terms stress and burnout are often used interchangeably 
to describe feelings of overload. However, whilst stress and 
burnout are closely related, they are definitely NOT the same 
thing. They produce different effects and they need to be 
managed differently. 

Let’s take stress first. Stress is of course a part of daily living... 
trying to catch a train, being given an unreasonable deadline, 
an unwelcome relative dropping by... all potentially stressful, 
tiring and anxiety provoking situations. But the effects are 
generally short lived and usually resolve a themselves quickly. 

Simple stress relieving actions will make a big difference: 
going for a walk or a run, catching up with a friend, getting 
lost in a good book, scheduling some leave and having an 
early night - or even a late night watching your favourite 
movie. All of these things help to restore balance and renew 
the energy that has been drained by stress. 

But imagine a cocktail of multiple deadlines... 10 trains to 
catch a day with your least favourite relative sitting next to 
you for all the journeys. It’s not hard to imagine that if this 
was sustained day in day out - it would over time become 
unhealthy especially if there is no time for ‘you’ any more. 

And that’s exactly what happens when stress is ignored. 
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If action is not taken to notice and manage stress - not just at 
work but in life as a whole ( students, athletes and carers 
experience burnout too)   - a person goes beyond stress and 
into burnout. If a constant state of stress persists over months 
or years - this wears out our normal stress response. It then 
fails to engage when it’s needed. Burnout has arrived! 

In short… unrelenting pressure takes its toll on the mind and 
body. Real physiological and anatomical changes occur.  

Sleep suffers. Health suffers. It becomes harder to focus on 
work or indeed... anything at all ( the frontal cortex has been 
shown to thin in burnout!). A person begins to shut off or lose 
interest &  feel as if they are not being effective any more. 

If stress felt pretty bad - burnout is far worse. 

Everyone has stress from time to time. Simple stress relieving 
activities usually help to maintain balance. Burnout, on the 
other hand, is harder to manage alone. The good news is it 
can be turned around with learning and expert guidance  

How to avoid burnout? Without any doubt, it’s to pay 
proper / more attention to early signs of stress - whether it’s 
your own or in others. Once burnout has arisen however 
simple stress measures are no longer enough (eg a holiday 
will not refresh). An altogether different approach is needed. 
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