
Pandemic fatigue and 
burnout: Practical 
coping strategies

What is mental health?

Mental health is on a continuum, with 
flourishing at one end where mental 
health is high and languishing at the other 
when mental health is low.1

We can all sit anywhere on the mental 
health continuum at any time in our life 
depending on the amount of stressors and 
the coping strategies we have available to 
us.  

When we experience good mental 
health, it doesn’t mean that we don’t have 
challenges, it means we’re able to cope 
with what’s on our plate.2

When we have positive emotions 

and encounter positive social and 
psychological functioning most of the 
time, we are in a state of flourishing.3 

At the opposite end, we experience a state 
of languishing when we have low levels of 
positive emotions and low levels of social 
and psychological functioning most of the 
time.4

Languishing is not a mental illness. It is 
a feeling of emptiness and apathy, like 
you’re looking at the world through a 
foggy windshield, or muddling through 
your days. It is the absence of wellbeing.  
You do not have a mental illness but you 
are not a picture of mental health either.

Mental illness also sits on a continuum, 
with high mental illness at one end and 
low mental illness at the other end. A 
person diagnosed with mental illness may 
flourish with the right supports in place.

Only a mental health practitioner can 
diagnose a mental health illness, such as 
depression or anxiety using standardised 
criteria. 

Pandemic fatigue

Pandemic fatigue has been defined by 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) as 



Pandemic fatigue and burnout: Practical coping strategies

2

a “demotivation to follow recommended 
protective behaviours, emerging gradually 
over time and affected by a number of 
emotions, experiences and perceptions”.5

What this means is that we are all 
exhausted as we are running on empty, 
both physically and emotionally. Because 
we’re exhausted, our coping ability is 
lowered, leaving us more anxious and on 
edge. We may also be demotivated to 
follow the behaviours that keep us safe 
from the virus. We may see some of us not 
physically distancing, being less vigilant 
with hand washing and perhaps not using 
QR codes. Pandemic fatigue leaves us with 
a feeling of ‘we have just had enough!’

Emotions and burnout

Like mental health and mental illness, 
emotions sit on a continuum from 
unpleasant to pleasant.6 They also range 
in their intensity from high to low. For 
example, excitement is a pleasant emotion 
with high energy, whilst calmness is also 
a pleasant emotion with a much lower 
energy. Both pleasant, yet one is more 
active than the other.

Burnout sits on the unpleasant side of the 
continuum. The WHO has defined it as 
an ‘occupational phenomenon’ resulting 
from workplace stress that has not been 
successfully managed.7 For a person to 
experience burnout, three criteria must be 
present:

• Feelings of exhaustion or being utterly 
depleted
• Cynicism, deep negativism or distance 
from the person’s job

• Reduced job performance capacity- 
this reduced capacity may be real or 
perceived.

Stress, or pressure at work is inevitable.  
However, if the stress or pressure at work 
is not addressed properly, this may lead 
to burnout. It is not a mental health 
illness, but if you choose to ignore your 
experience of burnout, you are at higher 
risk of a diagnosis down the track.

Tips to cope with pandemic fatigue and 
burnout

Wellbeing is everyone’s business. The 
organisation, team leaders and employers 
all have roles to play when creating a 
thriving workplace to support good 
mental health, but there are tips that 
you, as an employee, can incorporate 
into your everyday life, as well as in more 
challenging times, to help you stay well.

You can plan, recognise and act to 
support your own mental health and 
wellbeing.  This will depend on what’s 
going on for you and where you sit along 
the mental health continuum. 

Research tells us there is a ‘person-activity-
fit’8, which means that we need to try 
things out to see what works for us!
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How are you planning to stay well?

Small goals, small wins
Create lists and keep to routines that 
prioritise productive time and rest time in 
your day to reduce stress and overload.9 
Think of two or three things that you need 
to complete and upon completion, reward 
yourself with a short break, such as:

• Make a cup of tea or coffee

• Listen to a favourite song
• Play with a pet
• Go for a walk around the block
• Sit in the sun or a favourite arm chair

Build your mental fitness routine
Just like your physical fitness, you need to 
keep working on your mental fitness to 
so it remains strong. To strengthen your 
mental fitness, explore the 5 Ways to 
Wellbeing - connecting, learning, giving, 
noticing and being active10 - and consider 
how you can intentionally build each 
component into your everyday life. These 
will be different for different people, so it’s 
worth exploring what works for you.

Get into the flow state
Flow is a state in which people are so 
involved in an activity that nothing else 
matters and time flies effortlessly.11 To 
experience flow, you need to set up time 
and eliminate distractions, such as: 

• Block out time in your calendar
• Turn off notifications and put your 
phone on silent
• Eat a snack and have a glass of water on 
hand 
• Ensure you have everything to 
complete the task.

How do you know where you sit on the 
mental health continuum?
Knowing where you sit on the mental 
health continuum can help you select 
tools to support your move to high mental 
health when you begin to feel like you’re 
languishing.

Personalise the mental health 
continuum
Think about and plot your behaviours on 
the continuum, from when you have high 
mental health to low mental health on the 
scale below. 

Think about what are you like when you 
are at your best. You may:

• Connect with friends regularly
• Go for walks each day

5 Ways to Wellbeing

Learn more about the 5 Ways to 
Wellbeing and how to insert them 
into your every day:

• Wellbeing Check-in and Action 
Plan
• Looking After You booklet

https://5waystowellbeing.org.au/
https://5waystowellbeing.org.au/
https://superfriend.com.au/article/wellbeing-check-in-and-action-plan/
https://superfriend.com.au/article/wellbeing-check-in-and-action-plan/
https://superfriend.com.au/resource/looking-after-you/
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• Eat healthy and balanced meals
• Plan for quiet time to rejuvenate
• Take sleep seriously and go to bed at a 
regular time

At the other end of the continuum, think 
about the signs that show you may not be 
tracking so well. You may:

• Sleep in more than usual
• Not answer calls from friends 
• Eat poorly
• Binge watch tv until very late
• Be more snappy or teary than usual

Being self-aware can make us better 
at our jobs, better communicators in 
the workplace and enhance our self-
confidence and job-related wellbeing.12

 
What do I do when my mental health is 
low?
When you’re able to recognise what is 
going on within yourself, you are more 
able to act to support your wellbeing.

Actively ground yourself
In moments of stress, it is important 
to be able to ground yourself and stay 
in the present moment.13 When stress 
is up, we have adrenaline and cortisol 
running through our brain and body. If 
you can ground yourself in the present 
moment, you are more likely to respond 
thoughtfully, rather than react.

To ground yourself you can:
• Take three slow, deep breaths to slow 
your nervous system’s response and 
lessen the amount of adrenaline and 
cortisol running through your brain and 
body. 
• Use the 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 technique. 
Acknowledge five things that you can 
see around you, four things you can 
touch, three things you can hear, two 
things you can smell and one thing you 
can taste.

Grounding techniques turns attention 
away from thoughts, memories or worries 
to refocus on the present moment. 

Find meaning and purpose
Meaning and purpose can be found 
through the use of ‘pro-social’ behaviours. 
These are the opposite to anti-social 
behaviours and include things like 
helping, sharing, comforting and 
cooperating. These types of behaviours 
have a positive and uplifting effect on the 
receiving person, but also for the perosn 
‘doing good’.14 Some easy things to try 
include: 

• Donating to those in need
• Volunteering time in an area of interest 
e.g., your child’s team sport committee
• Give your undivided time to a colleague, 
friend or neighbour in need
• Share smiles to people you pass on the 
street

Where are you on your mental health continuum today?

Nutritious 
breakfast

Junk food
 for dinner
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• Give genuine compliments to 
colleagues and friends

Intentionally detach
Setting yourself regular short breaks 
throughout the day supports your biology 
and allows you to detach from the work 
tasks at hand.15 Our biology is made up 
of cycles called ultradian rhythms. We 
have performance peaks of 90 minutes, 
followed by lows (or troughs) of about 
20 minutes. This happens to all of us 
throughout our waking hours.

We ‘hit the wall’ at certain times of the 
day, especially if we push past 90 minutes 
without taking a break. These are the 
troughs. It may be a time where we 
crave sugar, fidget or can’t concentrate 
and complete a task. We may feel more 
exhausted as the day goes on and no 
amount of caffeine or sugar can pull us 
through. 

We need to take a break for our brain 
to recharge before we can enter peak 
performance again. If you can’t afford a 20 
minute break, think less – five minutes is 
better than none at all! You can:

• Step away from the screen and walk 
around your garden or the block
• Chat with a friend
• Do a short guided meditation
• Listen to your favourite song (and sing 
along too!)
• Make a cup of tea or coffee and sit 
down away from your desk to enjoy it

Final thoughts

Good mental health and wellbeing takes 
effort and practice. There are many tools 
and tips that can help you flourish, but it is 
up to you to know what works best in your 
circumstance. There is no ‘’one size fits all’’ 
approach! 

If we explore strategies to plan to stay well, 
recognise when we are not at our best 
and act to support good mental health, 
then we will minimise our risks of burnout 
and the depths of pandemic fatigue. We 
cannot change the world as we know it, 
but we can control our response to it. 

What’s one thing you’re going to do 
every day to support and enhance your 
wellbeing?

References
1 World Health Organization. Pandemic Fatigue. Reinvigorat-
ing the public to prevent COVID-19. Policy Framework for supporting 
pandemic prevention and management. Marmorvej: World Health 
Organization; 2021.
2 Satcher, D. (2000). Mental health: A report of the Surgeon 
General--Executive summary. Professional Psychology: Research and 
Practice, 31(1), 5–13.
3 Keyes, Corey. (2002). The Mental Health Continuum: From 
Languishing to Flourishing in Life. Journal of health and social be-
havior. 43. 207-22.
4 Ibid.
5 World Health Organization. Pandemic Fatigue. Reinvigorat-
ing the public to prevent COVID-19. Policy Framework for supporting 
pandemic prevention and management. Marmorvej: World Health 
Organization; 2021.
6 Posner, J., Russell, J. A., & Peterson, B. S. (2005). The circum-
plex model of affect: an integrative approach to affective neuro-
science, cognitive development, and psychopathology. Develop-
ment and psychopathology, 17(3), 715–734. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0954579405050340.
7 World Health Organization. Promoting mental health: 
concepts, emerging evidence, practice (Summary Report) Geneva: 
World Health Organization; 2004
8 Lyubomirsky, S. (2007). The how of happiness: A scientific 
approach to getting the life you want. Penguin Press.
9 Fogg, B.J. (2020). Tiny Habits. Boston Houghton Mifflin Har-
court
10 Aked. J., Marks, N., Cordon, C., & Thompson, S. (2008). Five 
Ways to Wellbeing: the evidence. London: nef
11 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Flow: The Psychology of Optimal 
Experience. New York: Harper & Row, 1990.
12 Sutton, Anna & Williams, Helen & Allinson, Christopher. (2015). 
A longitudinal, mixed method evaluation of self-awareness training 
in the workplace. European Journal of Training and Development. 39. 
10.1108/EJTD-04-2015-0031.
13 McGonigal, Kelly. 2015. The upside of stress: why stress is good 
for you, and how to get good at it.
14 Steger, Michael & Kashdan, Todd & Oishi, Shigehiro. (2008). 
Being good by doing good: Daily eudaimonic activity and well-being.
Journal of Research in Personality. 42. 22-42
15 Rossi, E.L. & Nimmons, D. (1991) The 20-Minute Break: Using 
the New Science of Ultradian Rhythms. Los Angeles: Jeremy P. 
Tarcher, Inc


