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I’m currently on a plane with my wife and three-month-old.
She’s crying (my three-month-old). This is to be expected but
both my wife and I are particularly short on sleep. You see,
last night at around 8 o’ clock our toilet stopped working and
when I started plunging, the bathtub rapidly filled with raw
sewage. In a daze of shock and confusion, I called the
plumber and paid for an emergency overtime inspection,
after which he informed me that our sewer line was clogged
and needed to be rooted.
I was about to leave for the airport in the morning and didn’t
want raw sewage sitting in my tub for seven days...the smell
was potent...so I paid the plumber to stay late and fix it that
night. Five hours later, the line was cleared and the plumber
went home. I wiped out the tub and after the bathroom was
bleached and clean I fell into bed for my short night’s rest.
The alarm went off at 5 a.m. and my wife and I loaded up the
car with luggage arguing about where the keys were, where
my sunglasses were, and how ridiculous the portable crib is
to pack and zip shut. Alas, we made it to the airport,
grumbled through security, and onto our flight. I’m
profoundly tired as I write this— utterly exhausted.
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Troublesome circumstances can feel burdensome enough but
when you stack on exhaustion, everything feels dramatically
worse. Our perception of the negatives inflate along with the
intensity of our responses; disproportionate harshness,
unnecessary blame, or a hot temper can flow freely. It’s like
we see the world through tired-tinted glasses. Anyone who’s
spent much time with babies or toddlers knows this is true.
Adults aren’t much different when we’re tired, we just know
how to hide it or defend it better. Take this morning as an
example: I argued with my wife about where the keys were
and I blamed her for not placing them back where we agreed
to keep them. I was angry and condescending. I even silently
grumbled about how she misplaces things all the time and
ruminated on all the areas I was discontent with her
disorganization. My bad mood grew and expanded until I
reached down to find the keys in my own coat pocket.
When we’re tired, we project our poor mood onto the outside
world or become irrationally and unproductively self-critical.
Our minds are quick to fill in the details on how flawed we
are, how distant we feel from our partners, how our job is
miserable, how we’re terrible parents, or how dismal and
unsatisfactory our lives are when, in fact, we’re just tired. So
how can we tell if we’re simply tired and grumpy or if there’s
something deeper going on?
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Address it technically and note if the mood changes: grab a
snack or a good meal, get a full night’s rest, go for a walk,
stretch, and drink some water. Maybe right now, before
continuing, you need to take 20 deep breaths. See if your
mood lifts, even a little. Don’t let any cynical mind prevent
you from trying something so simple. That part of us often
wants a solution that feels as intense as the discomfort
we’re in. But moving towards health never produces as
intense a feeling as unhealth. A sore throat feels more
intense than sitting, drinking water, and having the patience
to recover. If you rest up, eat well, and your mood does not
recover over the course of three or four days, perhaps further
reflection would be helpful.
Sometimes exhaustion sinks deeper than your last night’s
sleep or the fatigue of daily circumstances. Maybe you’re
feeling a tiredness deep in your soul that’s draining you even
though all the circumstances seem “fine” on the outside. Like
the buckets that hold your motivation, vitality, happiness or
satisfaction have a leak. Maybe you’re experiencing the early
signs of burnout.
What is burnout? I think of it as psychological disrepair in
motion. It’s when you’re far beyond “tired” and the friction of
moving forward produces emotional or physical damage so
great that you start breaking down.
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There is a tipping point where the sacrifice of what it takes
to keep going costs more than the payoff of what you’re
moving towards. In a technical sense, burnout is about
diminishing return: the strategy one uses in the pursuit of a
goal directly compromises one’s ability to reach that goal. If
our goal is avoiding burnout, we have to ask deeper questions
than just, “Is the work too hard and strenuous?” That will
only give us part of the picture. We need to evaluate the
story our work is embedded into: the values, dreams, and
goals our work is attempting to actualize and the efficacy of
the strategies we’re using to bring that into reality.
People can do extraordinarily hard things for long periods of
time and not burn out. I read a VOX interview with Elon Musk
in 2018 where he discussed the benefits of working 100 hour
work weeks. He reflected on his experimentation pushing to
120 hours and noticing the diminishing returns. He felt
increased irritability and counterproductive mental stress
when pushing past 100 hours, "120 is nutty... but 80-90 hours
is manageable."
100 hours / 6 days a week (we’ll assume he takes 1 day off)
= 16.66 hours of work a day
That leaves 7 hours and 20 minutes to sleep, shower, eat,
and drive to and from work.
It sounds wild, but few men have been able to accomplish
what Elon has.
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Maybe it takes a fanatic work schedule to put men on Mars
and humanity in self-driving electric cars at ludicrous speed.
Kobe Bryant had a similar message and credited his
accomplished basketball career to his relentless workout
routines and practice schedule. He told stories of getting to
the gym before anyone else and leaving long after everyone
had finished their workouts. By the time other players
observed this and followed suit, it was already too late; the
“compound interest” of Kobe’s work ethic was already in
motion and wasn’t slowing down. Maybe that is what it takes
to do something great; maybe it takes relentless devotion.
The problem is that we are finite creatures that have limited
physical, mental, and emotional resources. We don’t have 100
hours a week to devote to our vocation, and our families, and
our friends, and our hobbies, and our health, etc. Saying yes
to one thing is saying no to another. The question then
becomes: is what we are spending our time and energy on
worth it?
Maybe being a basketball legend or transforming mankind
into an interplanetary species is worth the personal sacrifice.
Maybe it’s not. It depends a great deal on what you value.
Most humans spread out their time and energy into multiple
domains rather than having a unidimensional focus (1). We
organize how much time and energy these domains receive
based on what we value most; this is the story our work is
embedded into. Burnout happens when one part of your life
is demanding resources that ought to go to another domain.
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Perhaps you’re working 50 hours a week and there is an
opportunity for promotion if you are willing to work longer
hours or relocate. Will taking that position burn you out?
Depends on what you value. Would you rather have an extra
10k a year or have an extra seven hours a week to go surfing,
hiking, play in the backyard with your kids, or watch tv?
Maybe you’re starting a business or going back to school
while supporting a family. Working/studying 70 hours a week
is a necessity for a short season so that you can be more
flexible financially (or get a job you like more) in the future.
In other words, the sacrifice is worth it.
We have to ask the question:
Am I aligning my resources with my values?
If the answer is yes, then that contextualizes the distress you
are feeling. That’s not burnout, that’s the pain of sacrifice.
It’s painful to watch some friendships thin out and detach
after having kids due to having less time for spontaneous
socializing. However, maybe that sacrifice is worth giving your
kids a consistent routine. It’s painful to get home from work
after your kids are already asleep but maybe it’s important
for you to provide opportunities for your children you never
had. Right now, providing for your kids means working long
hours late at night. It’s painful to wake up at 5 a.m. and go to
the gym instead of sleeping in; maybe your health is worth it.
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If you believe the sacrifice is worth it, the focus ought to be
on instilling supportive elements in your life that will
reinforce your perseverance. So here are three strategies for
avoiding burnout and building an infrastructure to support
your pursuit of things you value:

Be efficient and Intentional.

This is an obvious one but worth saying. On a foundational
level, we need habits that attend to our basic needs as we
move towards what we value. Maybe for a couple of you,
working hundred-hour work weeks regularly is feasible and in
line with your values. But if you don’t maintain a healthy diet
or you spend 3 of your 7 sleep hours playing video games, it
doesn’t really matter if it’s worth it or not, your body is going
to break down. That isn’t psychological/emotional burnout,
that’s just physical exhaustion. Certain goals are going to
require more efficient and intentional strategies around basic
needs in order to move towards what you value.
Physical needs aren't all that need attention: maybe social
time is rejuvenating for you. It would be a shame to have to
skip out on hanging with friends over the weekend because
you have homework that you have been procrastinating on.
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Worse yet, maybe you scheduled time for doing your
homework but you spent half the allotted time on your
phone distracted and scrolling through TikTok. The average
person spends 4-6 hours a day on their phone scrolling
through social media and entertainment apps. Imagine the
domains of life you could enjoy if 5 of those 6 hours were
spent on your obligations—
“Hold up Matthias, wait, wait. This is all great about being more
efficient and focusing on what matters but what if I don’t know what
matters? Like, what if I don’t really know how I should be prioritizing
these things or what if I don’t have all these goals I’m sacrificing for?”
Okay fair, here are some Petersonian thoughts that may be
helpful. Reflecting on values and goals is best begun with
daydreaming; it might be helpful to envision the next 5 years
of your life and daydream about the best case scenario AND
the worst case scenario. I would recommend writing it down.
It could be a great journaling exercise (2). Maybe you keep
working this job you hate under a boss that doesn’t have
good boundaries, overworks you, and doesn’t appreciate your
work. Or maybe you go home every day and keep watching TV
instead of talking to your spouse, or you drink, or binge shop,
or overeat, and that just goes on repeat for the next five
years. If I were watching a movie about your life and the
scene cut to five years from now, what would I see? How do
you feel about that outcome?
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Now imagine a world where things got better. Maybe start
with the areas of life that feel most draining, miserable,
exhausting, or irritating. What would it look like for those
parts of life to be a little less miserable? What would make it
better? Don’t just think about taking things away (“I’d have a
different boss or a different job”) what would the
replacement be like? What would a better boss look like?
What would a better job feel like? Our goals and desires
determine the kinds of things we prioritize. Depending on if I
want to be a long-distance runner or a bodybuilder, certain
exercises are going to take priority over others. What would
make your circumstances better and what factors are within
your control to make that a reality?
So daydream, journal, have conversations with good friends
who know you. Start with the areas that are currently
suffering: what would it look like for your marriage to be
better, your parent-child relationship to look better, for your
job to be better, to have better friendships, health, or inner
peace? I often find this topic to be a beautiful thing to
undertake with a therapist, pastor, coach, or mentor.
For your convenience, I included a worksheet at the end of
this ebook for more reflection on connecting values to habits,
behaviors, and what matters most.
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Address personal needs
as you meet the needs of others.

The principle here is simple: neglecting personal needs
because of the needs of others is a bad long-term strategy.
I’m on an airplane as I write this and when we first got on,
they told us that in the case of an emergency we ought to
put our oxygen masks on before we put one on our child. The
reason is obvious: if you don’t put your mask on then you’ll
pass out before you can help your child. It seems loving to
prefer them first, but in reality, it creates a worse outcome
for you both.
Let’s look at a less obvious example:
Maybe personal alone time is rejuvenating for you. However,
your children require a lot (if not all) of your attention, so
getting any time alone feels like an unrealistic luxury. Even if
you had childcare you trusted, you feel guilty taking that time
when you know your children need you. It’s exhausting but
you feel like you don’t really have a choice.
It’s not uncommon for this exhaustion to widen the
emotional chasm between a parent and their children.
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The parent attends to each and every need but
subconsciously puts emotional walls up— their kid’s 24/7
neediness feels overwhelming. The fear of running out of
emotional energy creates a withheld spirit and undertones of
irritation and distance. The children sense this and
sometimes respond by pressing in with even more vigor to
get the connection they crave. This may eventually lead to
the parent losing their temper, becoming critical and
resentful, and children misbehaving on purpose to get
attention or even spite the parent in extreme circumstances.
In this case, postponing the need for personal time in favor
of one’s children led to deep emotional fatigue and
exhaustion which, in turn, undermined their parenting. Now, I
use this as an example but this doesn’t apply to everyone. I
know not everyone has equal access to childcare to get some
personal time. Most of my career has been spent counseling
young boys with single mothers and brainstorming with mom
on creative ways to get her needs met. They deserve it more
than anyone. The solutions look different for everybody but
the principle remains the same:
If we don’t take care of our needs, we won’t be equipped to
fully attend to the needs of others. It’s not selfish to attend
to our needs. Put on your own oxygen mask before attending
to the person next to you.
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Be compassionate towards yourself.

If you’re feeling discouraged by this point, that’s normal. It’s
ironic that avoiding burnout takes so much effort. It’s also
strange that our brains can be convinced that we need to
make changes (such as being more efficient or intentional)
and that conviction has little impact on our behavior.
When we observe the disconnect between what we want to
do and what we actually do, we have a choice:
We can harass ourselves hoping that if the criticism is high
enough then it will finally motivate us into behaving (“you’re
so pathetic, you’re never going to get better at this, you’ve
tried over and over and you never stick with it, you’re just like
your mom, you’re a mess, etc.). But notice the effect that is
having on your motivation: do you feel more or less energized
to move towards better behavior? My guess is the more you
harass yourself, the less capable and motivated you feel. Like
a child shrinking under the temper-fueled lecture of a parent,
motivation shrinks under your own judgment. Self-criticism
has a unique ability to drain you not only of motivation but
even the satisfaction you receive from the domains that
matter most to you.
There’s another option: extend yourself some compassion.
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This isn’t making excuses or some banal platitude. It’s
acknowledging that there are other factors at play than just
your willpower. Those factors can have a supportive or
erosive effect on your willpower. Paying attention to the
things that are making the current circumstance hard isn’t
trying to shove off responsibility, it’s trying to bring those
things into the domain of your responsibility.
For example: A kid with ADHD will have trouble concentrating
at school. He or she could harass themselves to try harder
but that’s not likely to make a big change. Maybe an
evaluation of the circumstances (the presence of ADHD)
could help in more accurate strategies for succeeding at
school:
different
learning
styles,
different
testing
environments, maybe a lower/higher dose of medication.
When we’re compassionate in the face of our own failure or
weakness, it opens our eyes to see the environmental factors
that we could leverage to reinforce our resolve and recovery.
Avoiding burnout isn’t just about what we say “no” to, it’s
also about what we say “yes” to. When we’re hyper-critical of
ourselves, it tends to close off our awareness of the
environment and encourage a doubling-down on willpower
and emotional fervor to do the heavy lifting…it’s not the
optimal strategy.
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So let’s try it. Take some time, write and reflect upon the
following (3):

What is going on in your life right now
that’s making this current circumstance
difficult?
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Given all that, does it make sense that you
would be feeling the way you do right now? How
so?
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What would help?
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When we’re honest about what’s difficult (instead of being
critical of ourselves for finding it difficult), that empowers us
to both:
1. Form goals that are attached to our deepest values.
2. Rightly assess the support we need to persevere in our
circumstances.
Again, it’s a beautiful thing to reflect on within a community
of people you trust. That might be a therapist, a friend, a
mentor, a pastor, a coach— anyone who has an
understanding of what you value.
Burnout happens when we don’t allocate resources in line
with our values and press on to the point of deep
psychological distress. It’s the tipping point where the
sacrifice of what it takes to move forward stops being worth
it. To avoid this we need to attend to our basic needs, deeply
consider what we value most, and invest our time and heart
accordingly. We reinforce our willpower with supportive
structures (like strategies to optimize efficiency and meeting
our basic needs) and with relationships that keep us moving
towards what we value most. When we fail or notice our
weakness, we are compassionate with ourselves. It’s in that
vulnerable space that we uncover wisdom needed to rightly
reallocate resources or reinforce our resolve. Burnout is not
inevitable or unpredictable; burnout happens when we push
forward without being rightly connected to what matters
most.
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VALUES WORKSHEET
Part 1. Determining your values
Take a look at this list of values and rate each one from 1-10. 1 being the least of value to you, 10
being deeply important. On another page, write down the ones that rate between 7 and 10 for you.
Choose values that feel right to you personally, regardless of societal, familial, and cultural
pressures.
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VALUES WORKSHEET
Part 2. Aligning your activities with your values
In the table below, we have an ‘activities’ column and a ‘values’ column. This exercise is meant to
aid in reflecting on the connection between our values and how we act out those values in our
day-to-day life. We might discover that we have a value that doesn’t have an outlet.
You can do this worksheet in two ways:
List out the activities that reinforce your perseverance towards value-based goals.
These can be activities that feel meaningful to you, that further your life in some way,
that positively challenge you, or that “fill your cup”. Attach which values you hold that
this activity fulfills. Don’t overthink it, and don’t try to force a value to an activity if it
isn’t obvious.
Alternativity, you can list your values first and brainstorm the daily activities that serve
(or do not serve) your values. Understanding what activities do not align with our goals
and values is just as important as understanding which ones do.
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VALUES WORKSHEET
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Notes

1. This line of reasoning regarding unidimensionality vs splitting
up your attention on multiple things I first heard from
Jordan Peterson in a podcast or in a short-form video
somewhere. I don’t remember where on the internet I first
heard it but it was deeply compelling and I was thankful for
the way he framed it.
2. Jordan Peterson also has a writing program that he
recommends for doing this exercise. I’ve done it and I really
enjoyed it. www.selfauthoring.com
3. This is a line of questioning that I learned from Russel Kolts
who’s an expert in Compassion-focused therapy (CFT). If
you find this useful, it may be worth finding a therapist who
specializes in CFT.

21

