
What is burnout and what does
it feel like?
In this blog post, Tessa Warinner, wellbeing adviser at the
School  of  History,  Classics,  and  Archaeology,  discusses
‘Burnout’ – a rising concern in academia. Tessa discusses what
it feels like, its prevalence, impact, and signposts helpful
resources for managing it. This post belongs to the Hot Topic
theme: Critical insights into contemporary issues in Higher
Education.

I’m sure you’ve come across the term ‘burnout’ while scrolling
through your social media and news feeds. I’ve personally
noticed an increase in public conversation about it since the
start  of  the  Covid-19  pandemic  in  2020.  Like  many
psychological terms, the actual meaning of it can get lost in
the chatter. The World Health Organisation (WHO) characterises
burnout as ‘an occupational phenomenon’. They define it as

“a  syndrome  conceptualized  as  resulting  from  chronic
workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.”

They said that the three main dimensions are as follows:

feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion
increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of
negativism or cynicism related to one’s job
reduced professional efficacy.

In my experience as a wellbeing adviser, I’ve frequently had
both students and staff tell me they’re feeling burnt out.
They usually tell me about experiencing symptoms that closely
resemble the Maslach Burnout Inventory, which is the go-to
questionnaire for measuring if a person is experiencing this
phenomenon. Some of the symptoms are:

Exhaustion:  feeling  emotionally  drained,  frequently
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frustrated with your work, feeling at the end of your
rope, and feeling like it’s too much effort to directly
interact with people at work.
Depersonalisation  (or  a  loss  of  empathy  for
others): feeling afraid that your job has made you more
callous towards others, you are out of patience by the
end of the work day, and you feel like you are too tired
to get up to face another day at work.
Personal  achievement:  feeling  like  you  haven’t
accomplished anything worthwhile, you don’t feel you’re
positively  influencing  others,  and  you  struggle  to
create  a  relaxed  work  environment  for  yourself  and
others.

If any of these resonate with your personal experience, you
are  far  from  alone.  Mental  Health  UK  released  a  2024
report about the YouGov poll they ran about burnout. They
found that 91% of workers reported feeling extremely stressed
out in the past year. One in five workers reported needing to
take time off work for burnout symptoms in the past year. It’s
safe to say that at least one person in your inner circle has
felt burned out at some point in their lives. I guess that
means you’re in good company, right?

Can students experience burnout?

The  current  definitions  of  burnout  are  worded  for  people
working in jobs. In my experience, I have found that students
frequently  report  burnout  symptoms  while  completing  their
degree.  Going  to  lectures,  working  on  assessments,  and
attending exams can involve as much energy as someone working
a  full-time  job.  Coupled  with  the  rigorous  academic
expectations  that  come  with  attending  the  University  of
Edinburgh, it’s natural to feel worn down by it. Academic
burnout appears to be under-studied, but a 2023 study found
that out of the 22,983 students they included in the sample,
over half of them were currently experiencing it. They also
found that certain factors such as being male, having higher
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marks than the class average, and smoking cigarettes led to
higher levels of academic burnout.

This  study  highlights  the  importance  of  understanding  how
burnout does not occur in a vacuum. I tell students (and my
co-workers) that it is a very stressful time to work and
study. We’re collectively doing our best to cope with trying
to see our friends and family, exercise, do chores, drink
enough water, get eight hours of sleep, keep our screen times
low, not get Covid-19, manage our money while we deal with the
cost-of-living  crisis,  and  watch  our  government  deal  with
global geopolitical instability. In my professional opinion,
experiencing  at  least  some  burnout  symptoms  is  a  normal
response to these abnormal circumstances.

What can be done if you feel burnt out?

If anything from this post resonates with your experience,
it’s worth taking this burnout quiz by HealthCentral. This is
not a diagnostic tool, but it can help you organise your
thoughts around how you’re feeling. It can help structure
further  conversations  with  medical  and  mental  health
professionals. There is also a great book called Burnout:
Solve Your Stress Cycle by Emily and Amelia Nagoski, which
does a deep dive into the phenomenon and has practical tips to
help you feel better.

If you are a current University of Edinburgh student and don’t
know where to start addressing burnout, it’s worth referring
into Student Wellbeing Services using our referral form. A
wellbeing adviser can meet with you to discuss your situation
and come up with a bespoke support plan for you. Personally, I
usually recommend taking time to rest and getting clinical
help to help alleviate burnout. I would put them in touch with
their student adviser to discuss the logistics around taking a
leave of absence or an authorised interruption of studies, if
this is what the student would like. I’m very mindful that
students are typically reluctant to take any significant time
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off as they would like to graduate within four years, so I
would usually find ways to build in more time for rest in
their busy schedules. I would also help them find ways they
can access therapy to talk more about their feelings. This can
be  through  the  University  Student  Counselling  Service  or
external services located around the city.

If you are a staff member, time and clinical help are also the
way to go. I would recommend speaking with your line manager
first to discuss your current workload and obligations. There
is also the University Occupational Health Service if you
don’t feel comfortable speaking with them. They will be able
to point you in the direction of appropriate services.

All in all, burnout is a very common phenomenon that at least
one person in your inner circle has experienced. Having it is
no reflection on your character, or your ability to withstand
stressful circumstances. No matter what, you’re going to get
through it. You’re going to be okay.

Tessa Warinner

Tessa  Warinner  is  a  wellbeing  adviser  aligned  with  the
University of Edinburgh’s School of History, Classics, and
Archaeology.
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How to prevent burnout as a
postgraduate student
Embarking on a postgraduate journey is undoubtedly an exciting
and intellectually rewarding endeavour, but it does require a
significant amount of time, effort and dedication. How can you
get  the  most  out  of  your  studies,  without  experiencing
burnout?  MSc  Intellectual  History  student  Lena  offers  her
thoughts.

Taking the decision to study at a postgraduate level is a big
decision so it’s normal to feel overwhelmed and stressed out
at times, but in the worst-case scenario – when academia takes
over your life a little bit too much, and you cannot seem to
catch a breath – it can lead to burnout, adversely affecting
your mental and physical wellbeing. To prevent getting to a
state like that, I’ve put together a – hopefully – helpful
guide with some simple and practical strategies which have
helped me safeguard my mental and physical health throughout
my  academic  journey.  You  should  truly  enjoy  your  time  at
University, rather than just constantly wishing for all the
deadlines and stress to finally disappear.

Understanding Burnout
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Before delving into the advice on how to prevent burnout, it
may be helpful to briefly cover what the phrase ‘burnout’
actually refers to. It’s commonly understood as a state of
chronic physical and emotional exhaustion, often accompanied
by feelings of cynicism and detachment from work or, in the
case of students, from studies. Often, burnout is not the
result of a brief stressful period but rather a consequence of
prolonged exposure to stressors, overwhelming workloads, and a
lack of adequate coping mechanisms. A few common signs that
are usually understood to indicate burnout (although these can
vary  from  person  to  person)  include  persistent  fatigue,
decreased  productivity,  increased  irritability,  diminished
enthusiasm, and withdrawal from social activities.

Managing your Studies
The first area to be tackled when attempting to create a
sustainable  framework  for  avoiding  burnout  during  your



postgraduate career is probably the most obvious and intuitive
– your studies. I’ll will begin this section with something
that  we’ve  all  probably  heard  time  and  time  again  in  a
University and work context – time management. There is a
reason why people talk about it so much. Ultimately, it is the
tool that will help you stay calm in the first place, no
matter how massive the workload may seem.

While an undergraduate degree may have allowed you to be more
flexible and do assignments at the last minute, a postgraduate
degree is often far more time-consuming. Additionally, you are
usually expected to engage far more deeply with the topics you
are working on. Frequently your lecturers want to see you
really delve into a topic for an essay, which is considerably
more  difficult  to  do  if  you  only  started  looking  at  the
question the night before. So, although it may be a tedious
task to do, and you might not want to hear it because you have
already heard it a thousand times, before you think about
anything else sit yourself down and develop a realistic and
efficient time schedule that includes your academic work as
well as other personal commitments.

A schedule has helped me to prioritise tasks based on their
deadlines and importance and to structure my work days based
on three main components – readings for upcoming classes,
research for assignments, and writing for assignments – and
your schedule may look very different, depending on which
programme you do and how your classes and assignments are
structured. However, the most important thing is that you
create a time management system for yourself. Having a system
in place means that you do not have to wake up each morning
stressed and panicked at the prospect of all the things you
need to do.



One crucial aspect to consider when setting up your daily,
weekly, or even monthly schedule is to be honest with yourself
regarding  whether  your  short-  and  long-term  goals  are
realistically achievable. It is probably not ideal to simply
put down, ‘Write your essay on Friday’. Seeing this when you
first open your physical or digital planner will very likely
leave  you  overwhelmed  with  trying  to  figure  out  what  to
exactly do that day. When proactively planning your day or
week, it may be much more helpful to break down all your
larger  tasks  into  smaller,  manageable  steps  and,  most
importantly,  celebrate  your  accomplishments,  no  matter  how
small they may seem, along the way. Did you write one page
today? That is already one page closer than yesterday and one
step closer to finishing your essay altogether! Please don’t
forget to give yourself credit for all the work you do on a
daily basis since it is often much more than you think. Being
proud of yourself for all the tasks you do, no matter how big
or small, will not only make you feel better each day but also
help you stay motivated in the long run.

Establishing  clear  boundaries  is  another  important  element
when attempting to create an achievable and realistic time
schedule. Saying no to things you may not have the time for
and  would  not  enjoy  enough  to  warrant  compromising  other
aspects of your academic and personal life is crucial. As much



as it may be tempting to ‘do it all,’ it is essential to
recognise that attempting to juggle too many things at once
can lead to exhaustion and will ultimately compromise not only
the quality of academic work you put out, but also the quality
of  time  spent  with  friends  and  family  outside  of  your
University  life.

Lastly, I would like to remind you that during your time in
Edinburgh, you should not hesitate to utilise the available
support  systems.  You  don’t  have  to  go  through  everything
alone. Making an effort to connect with academic advisors, the
student support team at the School of History, Classics, and
Archaeology (also known as HCA), and other students can be
beneficial for you in many ways. Regular communication with
HCA staff and students can provide you with valuable insights
and guidance for your academic work, as well as a sense of
belonging.  It  can  also  help  reduce  potential  feelings  of
isolation  that  may  be  especially  strong  if  you  have  just
recently moved to Edinburgh and have not met many people yet.

Making Self-Care a Priority
As a postgraduate student, it can be quite easy to become
completely absorbed in your studies. After all, pursuing a
postgraduate degree is expected to push you to your academic
limits so that you can potentially join the ranks of those
researchers whose work you have always admired. When I first
started, I found myself quickly setting aside everything in my
life that was not related to my studies so that I could make
enough time for reading, researching, and writing. This is
only natural, you likely chose to pursue a postgraduate degree
because you are incredibly passionate about your field of
study, so it is to be expected to want to dedicate all your
time and energy to it.

However, if the basics of taking care of yourself physically
and mentally start to disappear from your daily routine, your
body  and  your  mind  will  eventually  find  it  increasingly



difficult  to  deal  with  the  workload  and  the  stress
postgraduate degrees can bring. On the other hand, if you get
the  basics  right,  you  will  be  able  to  sit  at  your  desk
energised and ready to do your best rather than constantly
feeling tired and sluggish.

Simple Steps
Firstly  and
most
obviously, get
enough  sleep.
Sleeping  well
and enough is
essential  for
your cognitive
function
(concentration
,  memory  and
resilience
against
stress)  and  improves  your  overall  wellbeing.  Attempt  to
establish  a  consistent  sleep  routine  that  works  for  you
personally. If you have never been a morning person, there is
no reason (other than a 9am class) for you to force yourself
to be up at dawn every day to be productive. If you work
better in the evenings, prioritise the evenings as your study
time and leave the rest of the day for lighter tasks. The
critical  thing  in  this  instance  is  consistency.  Find  a
sleeping routine that works for you and your body and leaves
you feeling energised throughout the week.

Eat well and regularly. Cooking may not be the first thing on
your agenda, especially during deadline season, but putting a
little effort into your nutrition and limiting the takeaways
will  make  you  feel  much  better  physically,  positively
impacting  your  ability  to  focus  on  work.  Also,  consider



finding a way of moving your body every once in a while, even
if it is just a short walk through the Meadows to break up
those long library days. If you need an incentive, grab a
coffee or a hot chocolate with a friend to get you outside.
Even though Edinburgh is not always blessed with the sunniest
weather, when the sun does come through, your body will be
thanking you for getting some fresh air and a bit of Vitamin
D.

Consider  trying  out  some  form  of  mindfulness/relaxation
techniques to slow you down during a hectic university day. I
will be the first to admit that I have always struggled to
understand how people could sit still when the to-do list
seemed endless. I was convinced that even sparing 10 minutes
for meditation or some light yoga would rob me of valuable
time that I could spend being productive. However, over time,
I have started to recognise that when you feel overwhelmed
with work, it is not always the most helpful to just keep
going but rather to stop for a second to breathe and gather
yourself  again.  It  ended  up  helping  me  immensely  to  take
control over the feelings of panic and stress that often felt
not controllable at all. Give a mindfulness activity of your
choice a go and see how you feel after. It never hurts to try
new things, and it may help you to ground yourself a bit on
those days when it all becomes a little bit too overwhelming.

Lastly and most importantly, don’t forget to have fun! You are
obviously  in  Edinburgh  to  study  and  challenge  yourself
academically, but don’t completely neglect your hobbies and
those activities that you know bring you joy and relaxation.
Ultimately, engaging in non-academic activities, whether as
part of a society or individually, will undoubtedly provide
you with a necessary break from the demands of postgraduate
life  and  ultimately  help  you  achieve  a  better  work-life
balance. And it can be anything! Maybe try doing something
that  you  loved  to  do  as  a  child,  such  as  painting  and
crafting, or try something entirely new to challenge yourself.



Whatever it is, please do not let postgraduate studies keep
you from pursuing your hobbies; if anything, it will help your
academic performance if you are well-balanced and happy with
what you do every day.

The are some of the strategies which have helped me personally
with my wellbeing throughout my studies thus far. However,
don’t forget that if you feel you need help you can reach out
to the student support team, who can help you and direct you
to appropriate support services if necessary.

Considering graduate study?
After four years of study, why would you want to do more? One
of our Student Ambassadors, Alfie, has some thoughts.

An  undergraduate  degree  at  university  is  a  significant
commitment. Time, money, not to mention a lot of concerted
effort to complete whilst juggling a variety of other elements
of life. So, when considering the option to go into another
degree after undergraduate, it’s natural to be nervous. The
prospect of another year – or even longer – of study with all
the  accompanying  costs  and  issues  attached  can  be  a
frightening  consideration  for  anyone.  So  why  do  it?

It is, of course, worth noting that academic study is not for
everyone. If you’ve got a real knack for academic work and a
passion for a specific research topic or want a job in an
industry that requires a specific postgraduate qualification,
it may be a good choice for you. Having a suitable research
direction in mind will likely be important when looking at
programmes and for research programmes such as an MRes or
MPhil it will be integral to the application process. For
taught courses, such as an MSc or an MA, a focus on skills
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development  and  personal  qualities  will  take  a  precedent.
Knowing how to market yourself, be it for your passions or
your skills, is a key element to any application.

A graduate degree is a fantastic opportunity and can give you
the chance to develop new skills for the workplace, academic
or otherwise, but it’s worth remembering that it will come
with  additional  responsibilities.  The  workload  for  a
postgraduate degree is significantly higher than the average
year of an undergraduate degree, and there are often more
complicated matters regarding funding. Loans and scholarships
are available, but the former can be costly in the long term
and  the  latter  are  never  guaranteed  when  you  begin  your
application.  Don’t  let  this  dissuade  you  if  you’re
particularly passionate about a certain topic, just bear in
mind that there are more funding processes to apply to, and
this kind of research is worth doing at an earlier stage.

The graduate application process itself can be tough. Between
rejections, cancelled courses and funding issues, it can feel
hard to bounce back. Personally, I found that losing out on my
desired  graduate  course  to  cancellation  was  a  very  hard
moment, but I was able to find an alternative that I’m happy
with as it allows me to pursue a personal research project.
This was all made easier due to my research into graduate
schemes starting early in the year, around the summer before
classes start. It’s around this time that graduate degrees
will have requirements updated for the new term, and it’s from
here that you can make the best of time off from university to
begin your search for graduate study options in honest.

So  graduate  study  is  a  great  opportunity  for  the  right
candidate that offers a bridge into professional development
or  further  academic  growth,  and  is  a  very  viable  choice
following an undergraduate course. Just don’t feel like it’s
either a guarantee or a necessity.

If  you  are  considering  postgraduate  study  the  School  of



History,  Classics  and  Archaology  offers  scholarships  for
Masters and Phd programmes – more information
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