Recovering From Burnout: A Realistic Path Back
for Leaders
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Why recovery is often mishandled

Many leaders, once they recognise they are burned out, try to recover the same way they approach
everything else: efficiently, quickly, and privately. This usually does not work. Burnout recovery is
rarely linear, and it typically takes longer than the leader expects, especially if the underlying pace
or conditions that caused it have not genuinely changed.

What recovery is not

It is not a single holiday, however needed. A week away can genuinely help, but if a leader returns
to exactly the same pace, expectations and unaddressed patterns, the underlying depletion tends
to return within weeks. It is also not simply "thinking positively" or willing yourself back to full
energy; burnout has real physiological and cognitive components, not only a mindset dimension.

A more realistic framework

Stabilise first. Before addressing root causes, the immediate priority is often basic physiological
recovery: sleep, reduced acute stress, and enough space to stop operating in constant crisis mode.
Trying to solve deeper career or role questions while still acutely depleted rarely produces good
decisions.

Diagnose honestly. Was this driven mainly by workload, by a mismatch between the role and your
strengths, by an unhealthy team or organisational culture, or by personal patterns such as difficulty
setting boundaries? Different causes call for different solutions, and treating burnout as purely a
workload problem when the real driver is a boundary-setting pattern, for example, tends to lead to a
repeat cycle.

Make one structural change, not ten intentions. Recovery plans often fail because they involve a
long list of good intentions, more exercise, better sleep, saying no more, all at once. A single,
concrete structural change, a hard stop time most evenings, a genuinely protected block each
week, tends to hold far better than a long list that quietly gets abandoned under the first pressure
spike.

Rebuild capacity before rebuilding commitments. There is a strong pull to prove recovery by
immediately taking on the same load as before. Resisting this, and rebuilding commitments
gradually, gives a more accurate read on whether real capacity has actually returned.

The role of support

Leaders recovering from burnout benefit significantly from outside perspective, a coach, a
therapist, or both, because the same blind spots that contributed to the burnout, difficulty
delegating, an identity tied closely to constant output, tend to also make self-directed recovery
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harder to sustain alone.

A note on timing

If you are experiencing persistent exhaustion, low mood, or an inability to function that goes
beyond typical work stress, it is worth speaking with a doctor as well as considering coaching
support, since burnout can overlap with conditions that benefit from medical attention.
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