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Episode 74: Overcoming Psychological 
Exhaustion, with Rosie Nixon

Mandy: Hello, and welcome to Enough, the podcast. I’m your host, Dr Mandy Lehto, ex-investment banker 
turned executive coach. This is a show for high achievers who are in fast-paced careers, and in spite of your 
stellar achievements, you never feel quite good enough. You’ve got one gear, overdrive, and because of 
the sunk cost in your career, the long hours, the sacrifices, you have this nagging feeling that you should be 
further along by now.

You’re secretly thinking, is this all there is? Oh, and you’re tired, bored, maybe even on the verge of burnout, 
but almost nobody would know because you’re an expert at swanning along the surface, hiding the frenetic 
paddling underneath. I feel you because I’ve been there too. I share the experts, techniques, and insights 
that I have encountered in 16 years of coaching senior executives.

You’ll hear about topics like perfectionism, people pleasing, burnout, bore out, and bringing purpose back 
into your work again. The aim is to explore a more sustainable way of working and who you are outside 
of your achievements. I’m really glad you’re here. Today’s episode is for you if you’re feeling exhausted, 
maybe a bit disillusioned, but you’re not entirely incapacitated by work.

So, is that burnout? Or do I just need a few days off? Should I see a doctor? Do I need to lay off the caffeine 
and maybe do some yoga this weekend? It is this discombobulating space where, you know, something 
needs to shift, but you’re just not sure how urgent or how radical that shift needs to be. I’m in conversation 
with Rosie Nixon, author, coach, and former editor of HELLO! magazine, whose career, however covetable 
and glamorous, was starting to feel too much. Rosie shares the pivotal moment when she knew something 
had to change, and what swiftly followed was her getting signed off of work and a diagnosis of psychological 
exhaustion. She takes us right into that doctor’s appointment and shares exactly what she learned.

Then we get into Rosie’s journey of separating her identity from HELLO! magazine and how she’s finding 
new ways to get her dopamine hits that no longer involve a crazy busy schedule. At least not all the time. I 
drop us right into the conversation where Rosie realised that something had to change.

I would like you to take us to a moment where you realised, uh oh, something’s not quite right. I had my 
equivalent to that moment when I was working out in the gym with my personal trainer who I had hired 
because I was feeling a little off, a little wonky. So, I reverted back to the things that had always worked, 
which was big mugs of weapons-grade espresso and high intensity interval training.

I hired the most intimidating looking personal trainer in the gym. He was like a six-foot-four semi-
professional rugby player. I’m not even kidding. And he made me run on the treadmill at maximum incline 
until I practically foamed at the mouth. And then we did intervals of those treadmill sprints and boxing. I 
said, “that sounds amazing, that’s so hard, let’s do it” and I collapsed on the gym floor. That was the moment 
where I realised that there was a lot that I was trying not to know. You know, my energy was leaking. I was 
getting frustrated and snappy and there were little signposts, but it was inconvenient to know them.

So that was one, that was a brick wall moment. And I’m curious what your version of that was.

Rosie: Well, like many people that have been through burnout or on the brink of burnout as I was, there was 
a moment for me and that happened a couple of years ago now the morning after a very big event for the 
magazine that had been very successful. I was co-hosting and I had been very involved with the organising of it.

I was in a London hotel where I’d been for the last couple of nights as we prepped for this event and it 
was the morning after and it was as though all the adrenaline sort of left my body at once. I woke up and 
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looked at my phone and it felt like it was on fire, as though it was kind of ringing alarm bells and pinging. It 
was just in overdrive. I switched between social media to Whatsapps, to emails, to my calendar, and I was 
going to be on conference with the team as we did every day during that time in my role and I just had this 
overwhelming urge to throw my phone out of the window of the hotel in central London and just never see 
it again.

I just thought, I’m done. I just burst into tears and then basically didn’t stop crying for the next couple of weeks 
as it all just kind of caught up with me. I also had missed calls on my phone from my boys from the night 
before when I’d been up late entertaining our guests in the bar. And I was just exhausted and in such a state 
of overwhelm that I literally didn’t know what to do first or what to do next and I burst into tears which was 
obviously a shock to my system as well. Meanwhile, one part of my brain’s thinking, “oh my God, but you’ve 
got a meeting in like three quarters of an hour and you’re not even up and ready and able to think straight”.

And I called my husband who was an amazing voice of reason. I’m very lucky to have such a stable and 
supportive relationship. And he just didn’t seem completely surprised. And it turned out to be the thing that 
lots of other people that are close to me had seen building over a period of time. He said, right, we need to 
call the doctor, you need to be signed off work. Something’s got to change. In a way, he kind of took control 
of the situation and it went a bit out of my hands, which I needed because I just couldn’t focus, I couldn’t 
even phone the doctor. I then panicked and thought, I can’t even string a sentence together, you’re going 
to have to call the doctor for me, which he did, but obviously I then sort of started panicking about all the 
meetings that I had that day and what would happen. When you’re in that situation, it feels as though the 
world is going to fall apart without you holding everything together.

Actually, as it happened that morning, I was due to be having a meeting with the sister of the owner of 
HELLO! and I was going to cancel that meeting, but in the end as she was only in London for a limited time, I 
sort of got myself together, showered and said to her, would she come to my room for this meeting?

Because actually, you know, when my husband spoke to me, he/we thought that maybe somebody needs 
to see what is going on here because I’d been so used to behaving almost like a swan. You know, if you’d 
followed me on Instagram, you would have seen this groomed woman that was high flying, seamlessly going 
from meeting to glamorous events to doing things with the children to holding every aspect of her world 
together.  And it just wasn’t the case under the water. I was paddling like crazy, half drowning in it. And it just 
felt as though my body now physically was telling me it couldn’t go on like this. And maybe it was time to sort 
of let the curtain down a bit and actually show that I’m vulnerable and I’m, you know, normal to an extent.

There’s only so much a person can handle. I felt also that it was this chronic stress that had been building 
up and never, ever giving myself a chance to recover. And I’ve subsequently learned so much about being 
on the edge of burnout and the warning signs that perhaps I was ignoring along the way. But you know, that 
chance to just recover and take stock after a period that’s been particularly busy – it’s just so essential to 
stabilise your nervous system. So, I ended up from that point being signed off work for a few weeks, which 
again, was an enormous shock to my system. And to me personally, I almost felt kind of embarrassed about 
it, like having never ever really been off sick. And you know, under strict instructions from the doctor, almost 
like a child, being told, right, you must stay off your emails. This is a proper break.

Luckily, I was very well supported at work and was able to explain this to my boss, whose sister I did get to 
see that morning, who was incredibly supportive. I thought I’d got myself together and immediately burst 
into tears when she came into my room. And she was shocked to see what I was kind of battling because 
I’d got so used to just putting on this face and, you know, going into work and getting stuff done and 
operating in sort of sixth gear.

Mandy: Rosie mentioned that there were niggling signs before her hotel room moment. I had my own 
versions of that before my collapse in the gym as well. A lot of the fast-paced executives that I coach are 
also really surprised when they finally reach a pivotal moment like this, when they’re actually forced to stop.

They didn’t see it coming. Well, often they did, they just didn’t take it seriously. So, I think there’s a number 
of things at play here. First, there’s those outsized expectations these individuals have of themselves. Hard 
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relate and I suspect Rosie’s nodding too. Those of us who love the adrenaline buzz of a jam-packed life will 
also repeatedly overestimate what’s sustainable and feasible physically and psychologically, and the loss 
of that buzz can feel, well, like a loss.  Plus, many of us have gone at that pace for years, decades even. So, 
success has become associated with feeling frenetic. For somebody who’s used to working flat out in an 
all-consuming job, it’s easy to dismiss any early warning signs from the body. They pass. They always do. Till 
they don’t.

I bring back consultant clinical neuropsychologist Dr. Antonia Kirkby from episode 55 to shed a bit of light 
on what’s going on here when we ignore or normalise any red flags that start popping up.

Antonia: That will go on and on and on until something comes along that stops us. And what I find 
frequently is that we don’t stop us, our body stops us. So, we keep going and going and going with just little 
things bubbling along under the surface. Oh, you know, I’m feeling really tired but I’ll still carry on. I can’t 
think straight, I’ve got a bit of brain fog, but I’ll carry on. I’m feeling this sense of pressure. I know I should 
probably take a bit of time out. People around me who care about me are saying I should take a bit of time 
out, but I’ll carry on.

So, we just keep going against what our body is telling us and underneath the surface, our body is trying 
to tell us, okay, we actually need to stop. We need to get away from this thing that is making us feel unwell. 
We’re running out of energy. We’re running out of the ability to function. We might be getting headaches, 
you know, stomach problems, dizziness. Maybe our blood pressure is starting to do funny things.  We might 
have a few tests, but then we still carry on because the idea of losing that feeling, that buzz and all that 
praise and all of those things that keep us going in that role feel too scary.

That feels like a different kind of fear.

We will experience that, and we will learn that we can tolerate it, because we have to keep tolerating 
it. So, we just keep going along that pathway and we get used to going along that pathway, despite 
feeling nervous, palpitations, and stomach problems, we learn to live with it. It becomes, oh it’s a bit of an 
adrenaline rush.

It’s like excitement, that fine line between what is excitement and what is anxiety. And we just get used to 
experiencing it and it becomes part of our daily experience. Getting up in the morning, let’s go! You know, 
that feeling. So, we are experiencing the feelings, but we’re normalising them. Whereas another person 
who doesn’t have that pressure, when they are occasionally exposed to that pressure and they notice those 
feelings, they might go, ‘oh, this isn’t okay. I don’t like feeling like this. What’s this about? Do I need to do 
anything about it?. We will just get so used to feeling bad that we just keep going with it.

It’s not that we’re not noticing it, it’s that we’ve normalised it for ourselves as part of our experience. And, of 
course, by continuing to allow that to happen, what the nervous system then does is it learns that, okay, this 
person is not taking themselves away from this threat. So, I’ll do something more radical.

And that’s when it takes us into what is called the ‘freeze’ response. So, this is exactly what you’ve 
described with collapsing Mandy. It’s where the nervous system goes, do you know what, this person is not 
doing anything to get me away from this threat, I’m just going to take them out of the equation.

I see this so often, and I see it in all sorts of manifestations, collapsing, fainting, some people even have 
seizures, which are not epileptic seizures but it’s where the body has gone into even more shutdown. And 
this can become a real problem for people that can go on for a very long time.

Mandy: Being in that liminal space after a brick wall moment can bring up all kinds of feelings, forcing you 
to reckon with your own limitations. One of the things I found that was really tough was realising that this 
persona that I was projecting, this super achiever who swans along and handles all the things, was no 
longer sustainable. My gig was up. Author Glennon Doyle calls this projection of our idealised selves, ‘our 
representative’. So that hotel room moment or my collapse in the gym, they create a forcing function where 
the real self confronts the representative. For me, that felt like a reluctant surrender.
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I did not go willingly into that uncertainty. I thrashed. I wanted to fight to bring my representative back. But 
everyone has a different experience. Rosie, how did that feel for you?

Rosie: Yeah, I wouldn’t say it was a kind of reluctance because actually, even in the middle of that, when it 
felt really intense and upsetting and everything, I think a tiny seed sort of deep within me was actually a little 
bit relieved that something was happening. So it wasn’t that I was clinging to this kind of persona, but I knew 
how to keep up. I’d been feeling for quite a long time before that – I mean, at least a year, probably two 
really – hang on a minute, everybody seems to have me in this box. And I partly created that box. You know, 
I’m complicit in this and I have loved it for years and years and, you know, was thriving in this role. It had 
nothing to do with it being forced upon me. I was a part of the creation of that persona but I was beginning 
to feel that actually ‘is this me now?’ I felt like my values were changing and I was growing up and becoming 
a different person.

I’m very much a firm believer that life goes in chapters and perhaps really a part of me was already moving 
into that next chapter, but I felt very trapped and just didn’t know it was more about navigating it – how am 
I going to disentangle myself from this world and this role and this persona that I’ve created that isn’t the 
full me now? So, as horrible as it was in that dark moment in the hotel room, actually a little bit of me was 
thinking, ‘Oh my God, something’s going to happen now, it’s got to’. When the physical body kind of takes 
over you just can’t ignore that anymore. I mean, the fact that I couldn’t actually string a sentence together 
with anybody for quite a while, and actually it’s only really now almost two years later that I’m confident 
having a conversation about it because I’ve gone through it so many times and I’ve worked over it and I’ve 
had coaching and I’ve written about it. You know, I’ve chewed over it so much that I’m now at peace with 
what happened.

I really do see it not as a breakdown but a breakthrough. So, at the time, yeah, whilst it was bad, I think I did 
feel like, right, okay, it’s almost like I’d been thrown a lifeline before it got too bad.  Because I did, you know, 
then go to see the doctor and I went to see occupational health as well which sometimes rings massive 
alarm bells with people. Actually, it was very helpful to me to be able to go through the process and look at 
the distinguishing features of burnout and be able to, you know, have something to measure myself by.

Mandy: Are you open to talking about that process a little bit? Cause in the Telegraph article where you 
were talking about going two weeks after having that conversation with the doctor, I’m curious, let us be a 
fly on the wall for what was going on, the conversations, the aha moments that you had in that session.

Rosie: Well, I think, I mean, initially the doctor was just very good and helpful. And this was my GP on a 
practical level of just getting me out of the work environment so that I could, actually just recover kind of 
physically, because it was quite traumatic, you know. Even that day, just going through that experience and 
being so upset and just exhausted, you know, needing to just sort of get on top of my physical health.

And then I went to occupational health and saw a doctor there. Well, it was video calls, they began to sort 
of look at you know, where I sat on the kind of depression scale. They look at all, you know, different ways 
of analysing where you are at mentally and physically. And then we looked at the definition of burnout and 
I didn’t have all of those symptoms.  I mean, I still felt that I was capable as well, you know, I didn’t have a 
complete despondency to my working life. I had been sort of carrying on as if you could throw anything at 
me and I would be able to sort it out.

It was like the adrenaline was kind of one of my main symptoms, but it was also a feeling of overwhelm 
as well that was hard. I just didn’t know what to do first a lot of the time, but actually we came up with a 
diagnosis of psychological exhaustion which I felt accurately reflected how I felt.

Mandy: What is that for somebody who might be thinking, okay, I’m not fully burned out. What’s your 
interpretation of that?

Rosie: It’s kind of one stop before burnout and overwhelm and anxiety being two of the main factors. I 
wasn’t sleeping well for quite a long time in the run up to that, because my head was always constantly 
running. Never really having the ability or perceived you know, time to switch off. I just couldn’t. So, that felt 
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to me like an accurate description of what I was feeling. I think it probably could have very easily tipped into 
full burnout if this hadn’t happened at that moment and if I hadn’t stopped and taken, you know, the doctor’s 
orders to do that.

Because I think, even in that time off, you know, I’d wake up some mornings and think, god, I feel a lot better 
today. I just had a good night’s sleep, and then you think, ‘oh, maybe I’m absolutely fine and I’ll just carry 
on’. But I then had to start tuning into that little voice in my head that had been there for the last two years 
saying to me, look, things aren’t working the way that they should and you’re not fulfilled on a number of 
levels. It’s time to address that. And that really was the toughest bit, actually. Being honest to myself about 
what I really wanted this next chapter to be, and what was not feeding me anymore about my current work 
and life.

You know, sometimes occupational health gets a bad rep, doesn’t it? Because you think, oh God, I’ve been 
sent to occupational health. There’s only one way now: I’m going to be exited, you know, or I’m going to 
leave. But then a little bit of me was intrigued by that process and felt like, wow, you know, I do need help.  
I’m really interested in giving this a name, seeing what it is, and also having some support to navigate how 
to get through this. I kind of knew that I needed to make some big changes to my working life. I’d go from, 
one day you’d feel actually a little bit excited about it. Then the next I was terrified and thinking, oh my God, 
this could be the biggest mistake.

Sitting with those thoughts and actually pausing is so essential. And, actually, I felt really lucky to be able 
to get a grip on my physical health fairly quickly because I am generally a fit and healthy person. I enjoy 
exercise and getting outside and all these things that I knew I could do to nourish myself – I had enough 
knowledge about that.

Mandy: Rosie’s physical state snapped back fairly quickly, but the deeper question of ‘now what?’ 
remained. I want to highlight this because it can look so neat and tidy when you’re listening to somebody 
else’s journey, and you might be toggling between knowing something needs to change and then 
questioning yourself and thinking, oh, maybe I’ll just stay.  And you go around this inner triangle and it can 
feel so messy and disorienting so I want to normalise all of this here. Let’s drop back into Rosie’s inner 
journey and how she started grappling with the big ‘what’s next’ decisions.

Rosie: Then it was a case of wandering around. I went on lots and lots of walks and really tried to get to 
the nitty gritty of where am I now? What is important to me in life? What do I want this next chapter to look 
like? What does success mean to me? What is still fulfilling me about my current roles? It wasn’t cut and dry, 
you know, work was very, very supportive as I said, and I think for a long time it was probably thought that I 
would maybe have a bit of time off and then return, but I knew I just didn’t want to go back to that role.

Something had to change. I physically wrote these lists out just on my iPhone, actually. So, it’s a form of 
journaling, but I had a document or just a note on my iPhone, which I titled ‘My Future’.. and I used it as I was 
going out and about for my walks or, you know, having a coffee. Somewhere to put down my thoughts, and 
I wrote in columns, like a list of what is not fulfilling me in my role anymore, what is fulfilling me and what 
maybe I could live with. Because I think, you know, I’m not suggesting that we all try and conjure up these 
absolutely perfect, magical lives. You know, there are aspects to every job and every life that we find boring 
and don’t particularly love, but that’s kind of a part of life as well.

You know, I wasn’t under any illusion that I was going to create this amazing, magical new life for myself 
where everything would be perfect because what is that anyway? You know, you reach that and then that’s 
not working and then you’re constantly striving, but it was very telling to me, you know, some of the things I 
had on the list that I could leave and that was around keeping up with the news agenda. I just felt like I have 
done that for such a huge part of my career, 16 years at HELLO! and many, many years before that, and lots 
of other magazines and media titles. I was just done with that, but I did really love the part of the role that was 
all about inspiring others, creating content that could genuinely help people improve their lives in some way.

Having a strong purpose to my work was absolutely something I needed to have for this next chapter. So 
just by making those lists, it started to become a bit clearer. I think the coaching process, I really wanted 
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to learn again. I felt that I’d got a bit stagnant and I think that can happen sometimes when you reach, you 
know, the top of a profession and then you’re the one that’s meant to be kind of guiding a team, but who 
are you going to for inspiration? I felt like I wanted to learn again to extend my skill base. And I’d always 
been interested in coaching, having had some myself before. So I signed up to do this coaching course, 
which was absolutely one of the best things that I’ve done in recent years, as much for the self-awareness 
piece and what I learned about myself during the course of it, but also turning up and being with a bunch of 
people who were all there learning together for different reasons.  We didn’t really discuss our careers as 
part of it. You know, I wasn’t, ‘Rosie from HELLO!’ You know, I was just another person on the course and I 
really loved that freedom and felt I was able to be more in touch with myself than I had been for a long time.

Mandy: Lists, they sound so stupid simple, but you’ve heard many, many guests talking about them here 
on the pod. Slowing down and taking stock is such a crucial part of the ‘now what?’ uncertainty part of 
the journey. Think back to Shelly Paxton from Episode 71. Shelly is an author, speaker, and the ex-Harley 
Davidson CMO. She invited you to make some lists of your soul sucks and your soul fuels. If you haven’t 
heard that episode after you’re done here, you might want to head back and listen to number 71.

Whether you do your to-do lists on your phone during long walks like Rosie did, or maybe you sit down with 
a cuppa and do it old school by hand with pen and paper, start a dialogue with yourself in whatever way 
works for you. It opens a portal into getting clear about where you’re at in this season of your life and you 
uncover a lot of truths like Rosie did. She was rediscovering the multitudes of herself, namely that she wasn’t 
just Rosie from HELLO! Let’s drop back into the conversation and find out more about how she did that.

Rosie: We are so many other things. We are not just defined by our jobs. I’d written novels and been an 
author for a long time, but I’d never even really considered myself an author because I had a full-time job at 
HELLO! that always kind of came first and I felt like, gosh, I’m not even owning, you know, half of the things 
that I’ve created totally myself. This is madness.  

Mandy: I’m hearing a few things. One of them that you touched on that’s very close to my heart because I 
recently recorded an episode on this with Shelley Paxton and Christy Turner around bore out.

Rosie: Yeah, I love that term. As soon as I heard you say it, I thought that’s brilliant.

Mandy: Because not everybody is at that point where they’re going to collapse in the gym or wake up in 
tears after a big successful event. There are a few steps to get through to full-fledged burnout. So, if you’re 
in psychological exhaustion or high functioning anxiety or overwhelm or wherever on that journey you might 
be, but you just know that this doesn’t feel good.

Rosie: Yeah. You’re flogging yourself or something that isn’t really pushing all the right buttons anymore, you 
know, it’s not in tune with who you’ve become.

Mandy: So, I’m hearing that you really went into a self-inquiry around that on your walks. And it’s interesting 
that you alluded to, you sort of knew that for two years before, but when we’re going at pace like that, 
it’s very difficult to hear things that are inconvenient at the time, because then I would have to slow down 
and stop and make major changes in my life. And I don’t even have time to think about any of that. So, 
overwhelm creates this fog and this reactivity. And then this has provided, if I’m hearing you correctly, an 
opportunity for you to realise like, ‘oh, I’m bored of that, or this value of learning isn’t being met, or I don’t 
want to be identified as Rosie from HELLO! I want to also be an author and a mother and a wife and, and a 
person who’s exploring. Just you’.

Rosie: Somebody actually came up to me yesterday. I was dropping my son at his drama club. And she said, 
‘oh, are you Rosie Nixon?’ I said, yes. And she said, ‘oh, I have read all of your novels. And I just want to say 
how much I enjoyed them and I’m enjoying following you on social media’. And I was like, oh my God, that 
meant so much, to think it’s something where I’m blazing a trail just as me. This is just so amazing, you know, 
having been defined by a role for a very long time, you know, it is scary to disentangle yourself from it.

Mandy: So, I’m curious for somebody who’s listening and now they’ve heard you, who’s navigated through 
this. If you are going to speak with your coach hat on to somebody who’s in this place where they’re kind 
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of trying not to know, they might be experiencing bore out. They might have some degree of burnout. They 
might have some symptoms that are inconvenient for them to know.

I don’t know if I would have listened if somebody would have said that at that point, because you know, 
you’re so committed to going at pace, but it doesn’t mean we can’t try. Speak to that person. What do you 
think would be useful for them to know?

Rosie: Well, this is what I’m really passionate about now, kind of helping clients through transitional periods 
in their career. And I think first of all, it really does start with understanding your values. Actually, being able 
to give a name to all of these feelings and the things that are really important to you. You know, what really 
gets you out of bed in the morning? When is your energy highest? What matters the most to you in life?

And I think values are such a good thing to check in on at various stages throughout our lives because they 
change. And once I had got a grip on what my values were and mine were things like, purpose and strong 
communication and friends and family, I really quickly realised that lots of those were not being fulfilled in 
my current life. And if I was going to honour who I am now, then I needed to really start to prioritise them. My 
diary was full of things that didn’t really matter to me on a deep level and I think that is what was causing me 
stress. So, I think starting with a client to understand where they are at now in terms of their values, what they 
feel, and then measuring their current life against those is a really, really important and useful place to start.

I often use kind of a tool around the stress bucket as well, because often clients are in, you know, just a 
state of overwhelm, where it’s really hard to know where to even start. So, actually laying down all of those 
things that are on your mind, all of the bits and pieces that you have going on and starting to get some 
order to it, again, is really helpful.

Have you done a stress bucket before? Oh god, it’s great. Yeah, I mean, it’s an actual drawing. So, you 
draw a bucket and you imagine a bucket of water being filled up and up and up with different layers. And 
the layers are the different things causing you stress in your life. So one might be, you know, your daily job, 
you know, the workload that you’ve got going on there. Another one might be financial worries, another 
one might be concern over something going on with a family member. You physically write down all of the 
things that are filling up your bucket, and then the aim is that you would sort of have a tap on the side and 
you work with the client on how they’re going to release each of those things out of the bucket and just do 
it in a very sort of systematic way, which is very hard to do when you’re in overwhelm, but when you see it 
written down there in black and white, it all starts to kind of make a bit more sense.

It puts some structure to it which I think is a useful tool. Put some structure to it. Exactly, yeah. Then it’s all 
about small steps because sometimes our wider goal – my goal, say, to leave my job at HELLO! and really 
develop my own business – feels massive and completely overwhelming.  I mean, where do I start with that?

Mandy: So, I may as well just look at shoes online or holiday destinations because…

Rosie: …because it’s just kind of easier than looking at that. Which is why working with the coach is so 
useful because then you can break it down into manageable chunks and small steps because that big 
goal is just too huge for anybody to begin. I think that’s probably why I then tipped into overwhelm and 
exhaustion because it was just another thing that I had to deal with going on in my head. So, the stress 
bucket, you can then take each layer of stress and each thing in there and almost do your own work on 
each one until you’ve got a little plan for each of them.

Mandy: Do you ever feel like you’re kind of getting close to the edge again?

Rosie: Yes, I do at times, but I’m so aware of my warning signs now. So rather than ignore them, well, it’s 
funny, actually, my husband actually came up with a term for it, which I mentioned in that telegraph article. 
He’d had it for a while.

When I go into that sixth gear, operating like on adrenaline, “I can do anything”, I actually get a physical 
reaction in my face and the top of my cheeks go really flushed red. And he calls it ‘hyper cluck mode’. He 
says, you’ve gone into hyper cluck mode. And, actually, it’s very helpful giving it a name because now I can 
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recognize that and I’ll say to myself, oh God, I’m tipping into hyper cluck mode. And I know I need to rein it 
in a bit.

Mandy: If you’re a very driven person who tends to be deeply identified with what you do, you might notice 
a tendency towards what I call re-burnout. Recovering and then going back to the edge or even over it 
again and again.

Candy Wiens is a senior fellow at the Medical Education Master’s program at the University of Pennsylvania. 
In a Guardian article, which you can find in the show notes, Wiens talks about a 10-point scale of overwhelm. 
So, when she’s feeling stressed, she notices, pauses, and she rates her overwhelm on an inner 10-point 
scale in her mind. Anything 7 and above, she knows from experience, feels maladaptive, and she needs 
to address it. So, remember, some stress is positive and helps you to get things done. Paying attention to 
when it starts tipping into being destructive, that is the game changer. So, think about what a 10-point scale 
might feel like for you and notice where your tipping point is. Which brings me to the art of noticing. Rosie, 
what are some of the tells that you’re tipping into overwhelm or into maladaptive stress? And then what do 
you do about it?

Rosie: I physically start speaking faster and everything has to be done now. You know, it’s like ‘reply to 
that email, I’ve got to clear my whole to-do list by the end of the day’.  And of course, this pressure isn’t 
coming from external sources. It was realising that that pressure is all coming from myself. And actually, I 
need to just calm it down. Actually I realise now that some of my better thinking will come if I don’t rush into 
something as well. So, it’s going to benefit my working life too, if I avoid being in hyper cluck mode and kind 
of take myself down.

And just things like exercising daily. I try and do something every day now because I know that it really 
helps me manage the stress that you know, tips into overwhelm. I’m a driven person and I like to be busy 
and I’m at peace with that as well, but there is a difference between that and it going too far.

I’m a constant work in progress. I find boundaries very, very difficult. I try to set them and sometimes it goes 
well and other times less so. Well, I have to remind myself, actually, I’ve over committed too much these next 
couple of weeks. So, I’m trying not to do that and trying to clear some space in my diary so that I make sure 
I go to the yoga class that I really like, or I’ve got time to do a run first thing in the morning.  Those are really, 
really important and they will all help me from tipping into overwhelm.

Mandy: So, here’s the list of what happens to me. I tend to get digestive upset. I tend to get like this little 
bubbly, oozy rash around my nose. And when my burnout was at its worst, I had the most disgusting 
scabby goatee that would ooze yellow liquid from the cracks.  And you can’t even put makeup on that stuff 
because it’s like trying to paint a cornflake, right? So vanity sometimes will have to shut us down. Same as 
you, I’ll start to move really fast and I’ll be completely relentless with my to do list and myself that if I don’t 
get everything done – the voice in my head who I’ve lovingly named Judgy Janet, Judgy Janet will start to 
say ‘you’re hopeless, what’s wrong with you?’ You know, other people are going faster, the comparisonitis, 
all the negative self-talk, but as you said, what’s different now is the awareness. When you go into hyper 
cluck mode, what happens?

Rosie: I think I’m better now at using that internal voice in a positive way and actually saying, Rosie, calm 
down, you know, you don’t need to do all of that today, and, actually, if you sleep on it, you’re probably 
going to get a better result. You know, go out and put on your exercise gear, go for a walk, clear your 
head. If I’m worrying about something or I’m just triggered in some way and I want to send an email or call 
somebody, I think, ‘no, actually just get outside.’ So, I’m a lot better at that and I’ve learned the hard way 
through ignoring that internal voice.

Mandy: So if we were going to conclude this episode with a co-created list of things that people could 
remember to slow down, that’s number one. I think when they find themselves going up towards burnout 
or anxiety or overwhelm, slow down because the voice in your head and your heart rate and your nervous 
system is probably on jumper cables and everything is accelerated. So, I think that’s probably the moment 
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to take a breath, get outside. As you said, what else would you say to somebody who’s tipping towards 
overwhelm and burnout?

Rosie: I think looking at your calendar and really making sure that there are things in there that nourish you 
and make them non-negotiables. Like why do we only diarise meetings and things that somebody else 
perceives are important or meetings that someone else has put in your diary.

Mandy: And waxing appointments don’t count by the way, no.

Rosie: No, do put them in your diary though. And put that, you know, morning run or that yoga in your diary. 
Give it the same priority as you would things that have been imposed on you by other people or work 
meetings, because they’re not about vanity, you know, they’re actually essential to retain your sanity. You 
know, certainly getting outside for me is a big one, you know, every day. Even if it is just for a 15-minute 
walk, it can really reset your mindset. If you’re tipping into overwhelm.

Mandy: I just read something, a term called ‘NDD’, nature deficit disorder and I suspect probably a lot of us 
have that as well. So being able to get fresh air to look at something that’s not like the length of a screen 
away, to adjust our gaze.

Rosie: Try and keep your phone in your pocket, you know. Don’t then go out and just be on your phone, 
and sometimes if your mind is busy, you will be thinking something over, but the chances are, by the time 
you return, even 15 minutes later, you’re a little bit clearer about the way forward.

Mandy: That’s the first thing I notice, that when people get overwhelmed, the three Fs disappear, family, 
friends, and fitness. So, finding ways to bring some of that nourishment via people that you love.

Rosie: And doing things for other people. I think you hit the nail on the head there. That is such a huge 
component to our happiness and, you know, studies have found that people feel an enormous sense of 
happiness when they know that they’ve made somebody else happy or they’ve done something particularly 
kind for them.  That is really key and we often overlook that. So, you know, going out of your way to do 
something for somebody. Whether that’s buying them a card to just say, ‘well done, I’ve been watching your 
success recently, you’ve done brilliantly’. Knowing that they’re going to receive that and just how good that 
makes you feel.  Or I’m taking my mom out for afternoon tea on Thursday. We hadn’t seen each other for a 
while, and then we’re just going to have a little wander around central London and I’m so looking forward 
to it because I know it’s just a nice thing that I can treat her to an afternoon tea. And it’s really important and 
I am actually having to safeguard that time because it could have easily got filled up tomorrow with other 
meetings and I could have pushed it to one side, but as much as it will make her feel good, I know it’s going 
to nourish me and make me feel so good. And so prioritising those things,

Mandy: I’d add one point before we close. There’s a professor at York University in Toronto called Gordon 
Flett, and he spent his life studying perfectionism. He’s also spent a lot of time studying ‘mattering’. And 
I love the concept of mattering when we think about what might drive somebody into overworking or 
workaholism that ends up leading to burnout. There’s so much talk in the press about burnout, but I 
think burnout is actually a symptom of something deeper. There’s a hot little motor burning underneath 
burnout. I must overgive and overdo to somehow be acceptable or be enough. You never win that game, 
as you said, it’s just next, next, next, next, next. There’s something bigger and shinier to strive for. So, it’s a 
path to exhaustion and it’s a path to futility. So, this concept that I’m exploring right now, I don’t have any 
definitive findings on this yet, but this concept of mattering, I think deep down, we all have a deep desire 
to matter and mattering can be expressed in different ways. It doesn’t just have to be expressed through 
achievement and how successful I’m willing to look. I don’t know what comes up for you as I share that.

Rosie: Yeah, that’s interesting. Yeah, I relate to that in the sense of, I started to think a lot about the concept 
of status and status is very important to us as human beings, as it was, you know, for early man growing, 
you know, in villages. There was always a status, people needed to feel important for something, and to 
know that you’re relevant and you’re vital in some way. And I think when that status is sort of challenged, it’s 
certainly helpful. In some way it can hit us really, really hard and can often kind of spiral into burnout.  I think 
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when your status is all tied in with one role, then the stakes are really high. Because if things start to not go 
that well in that role, you’re going to feel it hard. Whereas now I feel like I’ve got more of a portfolio career 
and I have a greater emphasis on all aspects of my life.

I don’t just see it as career and home. It’s like I am lots of things to lots of different people. And once your 
status is spread out, then it’s much easier to live a happier life. Because even if one thing is going not so 
well over here, it doesn’t hit you as hard because things are going great over there with all these other 
things that you’ve got going on. Which is why, you know, joining a running club or being a member of a 
class at a gym or being part of the PTA at school or, you know, whatever organisations that you’re part of 
are really important. I think that’s probably one of the reasons why I found so much joy in learning again and 
doing the coaching course because I regained some status, you know, in that area whilst I was having my 
wobble over work and not really sure what my status was because I was currently signed off.

Mandy: Okay Rosie, I could speak to you all afternoon, but we’re going to bring this to a close. I ask every 
guest to leave a brick of wisdom, something that you want to leave with the listener at the end of this 
conversation. What would you leave for them?

Rosie: Well, I think relating to the subjects that we’ve been discussing today around burnout, I would say 
that success is defined by you and only you. I think once you realise that what other people impose on you 
or the image the outside world has of you isn’t actually anything, if you are not feeling it yourself, then that 
can lead to a happier and a more fulfilled life.

Mandy: If you think you might be struggling with burnout or you’re somewhere on that spectrum, remember 
burnout and feeling entirely incapacitated are at an extreme end and you don’t need to get there before 
you seek help. I hope one of the things that this conversation has inspired today is reaching out for support 
if you need it.

I also hope that you enjoyed Rosie’s simple and effective ideas for navigating the ‘now what?’ zone. The 
walks that create so much mental spaciousness, the lists that she made, reconnecting with her values and 
getting curious where she wasn’t living them. Oh, and that aha moment about feeling bored and how she 
craved learning again which helped her to start rediscovering parts of herself. I also want you to think about 
the tells of when you might be tipping into hyper cluck mode. I think that’s good new lingo for all of us. What 
are those clues for you? All of Rosie’s details are in the show notes, and if you’re somebody who processes 
by reading, you can go onto my website www.mandylehto.com and if you click on the listen tab, you’ll find 
the transcript of this episode there, ready for you and your orange highlighter.

Before you go, who came to mind as you were listening to this episode today? This podcast grows when 
generous people like you share it, so thank you in advance for forwarding it to a friend or a colleague who 
might benefit from it.

As ever, thank you so much for listening. Let’s do this all again in two weeks.


