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STRETCH, DON'T SNAP
REBVILDING YOURSELF AFTER BURNOUT

Burnout can change how everything feels and functions. Things that once felt doable — getting dressed,
making a decision, answering a message — can suddenly feel impossible. That doesn't mean you're
weak. It means your brain and body have been carrying too much for too long, and they're doing what
they can to protect you.

This guide is for anyone trying to find their way back after burnout. You don't need to push hard or
perform perfectly. You just need a gentle place to begin again.
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Understanding Burnout
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Burnout isn’t just about being tired. It’s a physiological and emotional response to ongoing, unrelenting
stress. It often develops over time and can result from:

1.HIGH-PRESSURE WORK ENVIRONMENTS

2.CAREGIVING OR PARENTING DEMANDS

3.CHRONIC ILLNESS OR HEALTH ANXIETY

4. SYSTEMIC AND SOCIETAL PRESSURES THAT EXPECT
TOO MUCH WITH TOO LITTLE SUPPORT

You're not failing. You've been carrying too much, for too long, often without enough rest or help.

COMMON SIGNS OF BURNOUT

SYMPTOM DESCRIPTION

Emotional exhaustion Feeling drained, unable to cope

Cynicism/detachment Feeling negative or distant from

work/people

Reduced accomplishment L. . .
Feeling ineffective, unproductive

Physical symptoms Headaches, stomach issues, sleep

R

changes

Recognizing where you are is the first step toward reclaiming your capacity.
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: Why Avoidance Becomes a Habit :
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When we're depleted, our nervous systems try to keep us safe
by avoiding anything that feels effortful or uncertain. That
might look like:
e Avoiding decisions
e Putting off basic tasks
e Feeling stuck or shut down
This is a survival response, not a character flaw. The more you
avoid, the harder it feels to restart. But change is still possible.
Resistance isn’t weakness. It's your brain protecting you. That protection can soften over time
with support and small, intentional steps.

If you feel guilty for needing rest, remember: you're not lazy. You're healing.
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: The Three Zones of Challenge :
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To recover from burnout, you don’t need to leap into huge goals. Instead, work in what's called the
stretch zone—where effort feels slightly uncomfortable but still manageable.

COMFORT ZONE EASY, FAMILIAR. NO CHALLENGE, BUT LITTLE GROWTH.

STRETCH ZONE SLIGHTLY UNCOMFORTABLE. WHERE GROWTH AND RECOVERY HAPPEN.
PANIC ZONE TOO MUCH, TOO FAST. OVERWHELMING AND COUNTERPRODVCTIVE.

Go gently. The goal is to stretch, not snap. If something sends you into panic or collapse, it’s too far. Slow
and steady is more effective.
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Recognizing Panic Zone Cues
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Sometimes we don’t realize we've crossed into the panic zone until it's too late. Learning to recognize
the signals—both emotional and physical—can help you adjust before burnout deepens.

EMOTIONAL CVES

e Intense anxiety or distress: a sense of panic, dread, or
doom

Feeling overwhelmed or frozen

Thoughts spiraling or catastrophizing

Emotional shutdown or detachment

Urge to escape, cancel everything, or disappear
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PHYSICAL CVES

Racing heart, nausea, tight chest
Headaches, dizziness, stomach discomfort
Shaking, sweating, or chills

Feeling blank, disoriented, or unable to think
Sudden exhaustion or collapse of energy

TYPE COMMON SIGNS
EMOTIONAL PANIC, SHUTDOWN, OVERWHELM, HELPLESSNESS
PHYSICAL HEART RACING, NAVSEA, TREMBLING, FOGGY THINKING, EXHAVSTION

WHAT TO DO IF YOV NOTICE THESE CVES

Pause and take several slow, deep breaths

Step away from the situation if possible

Break the task down into a smaller step or return to it later
Engage in something comforting or grounding (e.g.,
drinking water, stretching, dimming lights)

¢ Reach out to someone supportive—text, call, or talk it out

Remember, noticing that you've entered the panic zone is a sign of awareness, not failure. It's okay to stop,
regroup, and try again when you're ready.
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What Does a Stretch Look Like?
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A stretch doesn’t need to be dramatic. It just needs to be:
¢ Slightly effortful
* New or avoided
¢ Something that brings a small sense of “l did it”

Examples:
¢ Taking a short walk
¢ Answering one message
+ Eating areal meal
¢ Trying a small creative task

On some days, your stretch might be resting on purpose, without guilt. Stillness is a valid and important form
of recovery.

Each time you try something gently effortful, you rebuild trust in your capacity.
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How Stretching Changes the Brain
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Your brain can adapt through small, repeated experiences of manageable effort. Over time, this can help
rebuild confidence, motivation, and trust in your capacity.
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Taking on manageable challenges, when you have enough
support and recovery, may help you:
e Improve mood and motivation
¢ Rebuild attention and follow-through
¢ Reduce some of the mental fog that can come with
burnout

Think of this like strengthening a muscle—not for
performance, but for function and self-trust.
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The Confidence Loop
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Every time you:
e Face a small discomfort on purpose
e Follow through
¢ Feel even a little bit proud afterward

you create a feedback loop of healing and motivation.

You don’t need to wait for inspiration. Just start with one small
stretch. Confidence often follows action, not the other way
around.
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: Try This: The Stretch Tracker :
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Choose one area to focus on today:

eobY GENTLE STRETCHING, EATING SOMETHING NOURISHING, STEPPING OUTSIDE
MIND JOURNALING FOR 2 MINVTES, LISTENING TO A PODCAST, DOING A PUZZLE
TASKS WASHING A DISH, SORTING MAIL, SETTING A TIMER AND STARTING SOMETHING
CONNECTION SENDING A MESSAGE, SAYING HI TO SOMEONE, ASKING FOR SUPPORT

Keep the goal low. Focus on completion, not perfection.
Ask yourself: “Did | move even a little toward the life | want today?” If the answer is yes, that's
progress.

What part of life feels small, flat, or hard right now?
What’s one small action that might open it up again, just a bit?
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: The Role of Support :
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Stretching doesn’t mean doing it alone. Burnout recovery is
more sustainable with support.
That might include:
e Talking to a trusted friend or family member
e Finding peer groups or online communities
e Reaching out to a therapist or coach
Connection is not a reward for healing. It's part of how we heal.
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: When to Seek Professional Help :
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If you're experiencing any of the following, it may be time to
connect with a mental health professional:

¢ Persistent hopelessness or despair

« Difficulty functioning in daily life

¢ Thoughts of self-harm or suicide, especially if you might
act on them or cannot stay safe

These signs don’t mean you’ve failed. They're cues that you
deserve more support.

You are not alone. Trained professionals can help you build a path back to stability and
self-trust.

If you are in immediate danger, call 911 in the Philippines or go
to the nearest emergency room.
¢« NCMH Crisis Hotline: 1553, available 24/7
 In Touch Crisis Line: (02) 8893-7603, available 24/7
» Hopeline Philippines: (02) 8804-4673 | 0917-558-4673 |
0918-873-4673

If you're feeling stuck, that’s not a sign of failure. It's a sign that your system needs more care, not
more pressure. Healing after burnout happens in tiny steps. Even noticing that you want something
to change is a powerful beginning.

Before you move on:
Name one thing you’ve done today or this week that required even a little effort.
Let that be enough for now.
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