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Burnout: Physical signs
your body shows

Long before you call it burnout, your body may already
be showing signs. Broken sleep. Tension that will not shift.
Tiredness that a weekend does not fix.

Burnout is often described as a state of mind, including exhaustion, detachment,
and feeling like you’re running on empty. But physical changes can show up too,
sometimes before you recognise how much pressure you are under.

These signs are easy to explain away. A busy patch. Getting older. Needing a
holiday. If you are used to keeping going, you may be especially good at pushing
them aside. That is not a character flaw. It is often how burnout develops.

This guide looks at the physical signs that can happen with burnout, why they can
appear, and what to do when you notice them. Acting early can give you more
options to change what is putting you under pressure before things get worse.
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Why burnout can show up physically

Burnout can develop when high demands continue without enough time to
recover. Under ongoing pressure, your body’s stress response can stay active for
longer than it needs to.

That response is useful in short bursts. But when pressure continues for weeks or
months, it can affect sleep, digestion, muscles and other parts of your body.

Your mind may be focused on getting through the next task, deadline or
responsibility. Noticing how you feel can come lower down the list, sometimes for
a long time.

That is why physical changes can be easier to notice than the emotional signs
of burnout. They can be the first indication that the pressure you are under is
starting to affect you.

Burnout itself is not a medical diagnosis, but its effects can be real and

significant. Paying attention to them early is better than waiting until you can no
longer keep going.
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The signs to watch out for

No single symptom means you have burnout, and all of these can have other
causes. What matters is a pattern of changes over weeks or months, particularly
when you are under ongoing pressure.

Sleep that stops restoring. Trouble falling asleep despite being exhausted. Waking
in the early hours with your mind already running. Sleeping for long enough but still
waking tired. Changes to sleep are often one of the first things people notice.

Feeling constantly tired. A weekend, a lie-in or even a holiday can leave you feeling
better briefly, only for the exhaustion to return. Persistent tiredness is worth paying
attention to, particularly when it starts affecting everyday life.

Persistent tension. Tight shoulders, a stiff neck, a clenched jaw or more frequent
headaches. You may notice yourself physically bracing through ordinary parts of
the day. Over time, that tension can start to feel normal.

An unsettled stomach. Changes in appetite, an unsettled stomach, digestive
problems or feeling sick before work. Stress can affect the way your digestive
system works, so changes to your gut can sometimes accompany prolonged
pressure.

Feeling ill more often. Ongoing stress can affect the immune system. If you seem
to be catching every cold going around or taking longer than usual to recover, it is
worth paying attention to the bigger picture.

A body that will not settle. A racing or thumping heart, shallow breathing,

restlessness or feeling wired and exhausted at the same time. These can happen
when your body’s stress response stays switched on.

Burnout in the body: six signs

K Sleep that stops restoring A Agut that reacts to stress

Q Tiredness that rest L+ Picking up more bugs
does not fix than usual

&% Tension in your shoulders, L A body that will not settle

neck or jaw

No single sign means burnout. However, should these symptoms continue
over time and you are under ongoing pressure, speak to a doctor.
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Why these signs get explained away

Each of these symptoms has an everyday explanation, which is exactly why they
can be easy to dismiss. Tiredness gets blamed on the season. Headaches on
screens. Broken sleep on age or coffee.

On their own, these explanations may make sense. It is the pattern that can be
harder to see when you are in the middle of a busy life.

Work culture can make this harder too. Pushing through is often treated as a sign
of strength, while admitting that you are struggling can feel much harder. So the
signals get pushed aside. More coffee. Later nights. Working harder.

Burnout can also make it harder to step back and take stock. When you are already
worn down, finding the time and energy to change things can feel like another task
on the list.

That is why it can help to listen when someone close to you says you seem
exhausted, stressed or different from usual.
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Catchingitearly

Spotting the signs early gives you a chance to look at what is putting you under
pressure before things become harder to manage.
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Take the pattern seriously. You do not need to wait until you are
completely exhausted before you act. If you have noticed several
changes, take them as a reason to pause and look at what is going on.

Lower the load where you can. Not everything will be in your control,
but something usually is. Putting off what can wait, saying no to one
thing or asking for help can stop the pressure building further.

Protect your sleep. A regular wind-down, an earlier night and less
caffeine late in the day can all help support better sleep. They will
not solve burnout on their own, but they can give your body more
opportunity to recover.

Give yourself time to switch off. A walk outside, time away from
screens, regular meals or a few minutes of slow breathing can create
small breaks in a demanding day. What matters is finding things you
can repeat rather than adding another long list to your routine.

Talk to someone. Telling a partner, friend or manager you trust can
make it easier to recognise what is draining you and work out what
needs to change. You do not need to call it burnout. Saying that you
are struggling to keep up is enough.

Recovery from prolonged stress can take time. The important thing
is to start changing the direction rather than expecting yourself to
bounce back after one weekend.
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When to see adoctor

Physical symptoms deserve attention, not just as possible signs of stress or
burnout. Tiredness, sleep problems, digestive changes and frequent illness can also
have medical causes, including thyroid problems, anaemia and others that may be
treatable.

Speak to a doctor if physical symptoms continue, get worse or worry you, whatever
you think may be causing them. It is better to check than to assume everything is
down to stress.

Some symptoms need urgent medical attention too. Chest pain, fainting, or a
racing heart with dizziness or breathlessness should be assessed promptly rather
than put down to stress.
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Burnout and how you feel about yourself

There can be a lot of shame around burnout, particularly if you are used to
coping with whatever comes your way. When your body starts slowing you
down, it can feel like you have somehow failed.

It has not. Needing rest and support does not mean you are weak. It means
something in your life may have become difficult to sustain.
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At HealthHero, we often speak to people who have spent months
pushing through exhaustion, poor sleep and tension because
stopping felt impossible. Sometimes it takes a physical symptom
to make them realise they need help. You do not have to wait until
you reach that point. If your body is telling you that something
needs to change, it is worth listening.



When to reach out, and how
HealthHero can help

It may help to reach out if exhaustion,
poor sleep or tension have become
part of everyday life, or if you can see
the problem but feel unable to change
what is causing it.

How HealthHero can help

Physical symptoms that continue are
something a doctor should assess.
But the pressure behind them can
deserve support too.

Through your EAP, you can speak to

a qualified counsellor in confidence,
at a time that suits you. You can talk
through what is draining you, work on
stress, sleep and boundaries, and find
ways to manage the pressure before
it becomes harder to cope with.

You do not need to be at breaking
point to reach out. The earlier you
start the conversation, the more
options you have.
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