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Preventing Summertime Burnout 
By: Martha Catherine Dagenhart, Ph.D. 

 
 The beginning of summer brings smiles to the faces of children and adults alike. The days are 
longer; the weather is warmer; children are excited to be out of school; and much-needed breaks are 
taken from work. Unfortunately, summertime can also be a very stressful time for many. Parents and 
caregivers must find ways to entertain children during these longer days. Vacations, as wonderful as 
they seem while planning for them, are often stressful to organize and execute. Warmer days soon turn 
to hot, humid days, which can deplete us of energy and leave us irritable. We often overschedule 
activities which leave us feeling drained, physically and emotionally. 
 
 We usually associate burnout with someone who has become overwhelmed with the demands of 
a job or work environment.  The concept of “burning out,” however, reflects a negative reaction to an 
accumulation of stressors over time, a situation that can exist in our everyday lives as well. In order to 
understand burnout, we must first explore the nature of stress. Simply put, stress is any change that you 
must adapt to; and when we are faced with a stressor, our bodies go into a state of arousal to cope with 
that stressor.  The amount of arousal we experience may increase or decrease our level of functioning, 
depending on the type of stress we are experiencing. There are two main types of stress – eustress, or 
positive stress, and distress, or negative stress. Eustress is that type of stress that can be both stimulating 
and exhilarating. An example of eustress is the feeling you get when watching your favorite football 
team try to beat the opposing team in a very close game. Athletes often experience eustress when getting 
“pumped up” before a big game, and the result is enhanced performance on the field. Distress, on the 
other hand, is that unpleasant feeling we most often associate with stress.  It reflects a state of 
heightened arousal that, in turn, actually decreases our level of functioning. Blanking out on an exam 
that you have been anxious about is an example of how distress can impair performance.  
 
 There are a number of different types of stressors that can contribute to burnout during the 
summer months. Environmental stressors include uncomfortably hot weather, heavy traffic, or 
construction noise. Social stressors include work deadlines, disagreements with family members and 
friends, and demands for attention by children who are bored and want to be entertained. Physiological 
stressors include summer colds, allergies, heat stroke, and poor eating habits. Financial stressors include 
summer camp tuition, vacation expenses, and increased gas prices. These seemingly little annoyances 
add up over time, causing increased distress, and finally burnout. 
 
 Symptoms of burnout include increased lethargy, decreased motivation, difficulty concentrating, 
feelings of depression, changes in appetite, and sleep problems. There are a number of strategies for 
preventing burnout: 
  

• Establish a regular sleep schedule. Sleep is an important part of keeping physically and 
emotionally healthy. Getting adequate sleep improves concentration, decreases anxiety, and 
helps us maintain sufficient energy to get through the day. Try to go to sleep and wake up at 
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the same time, even on the weekends. Getting on a regular sleep cycle can actually improve 
sleep as your body will naturally get used to sleeping and waking at the same time. 

• Eat healthfully. Just as it is important to maintain a regular sleep cycle, eating at regular 
intervals is also beneficial in managing stress and keeping up energy. Making wise choices in 
the foods we eat helps us feel good physically and can supply us with the energy we need. 

• Exercise. One of the best things we can do for ourselves in combating stress and decreasing 
depression is exercise. This does not include running around after the kids at the pool or park. 
This is time you set aside for yourself to do your favorite activity, whether it’s putting on 
your headphones and going for a power walk, playing basketball, or swimming. Choose the 
activity you enjoy most. Even if you don’t have 30-40 minutes to devote to exercise each 
day, a 10-minute workout can be very beneficial.  

• Manage your time effectively. Time management is essential during the summer months. 
Keeping track of activities in a day planner can be a helpful way to organize your summer 
plans. Putting a calendar up on the refrigerator outlining family activities can also be 
beneficial. Try not to schedule too many activities in one day. Be sure to schedule “down” 
times when everyone can rest and rejuvenate.  

• Avoid alcohol and drugs. Using alcohol and drugs can affect both appetite and sleep, two 
things we have already mentioned are important in preventing burnout. Such use can also 
increase depression and anxiety as well as taking a physical toll.  

• Relax.  Taking time to relax is also extremely important in managing stress. We often 
assume we will “relax later,” but unfortunately, later never comes. Be sure to actively plan 
some relaxation time into each day. Reading a good book, meditating, taking a leisurely 
walk, and praying are all good ways to relax.  

• Obtain social support. Spending time with positive people is a great way to beat 
summertime stress and prevent burnout.  Whether it’s talking on the phone with an old 
friend, or grabbing coffee with a colleague, connecting with others can yield positive results. 

 
If you try these strategies and still feel anxious, drained, or depressed, then seeking the help of a licensed 
mental health professional may be in order. A therapist may be helpful in assessing your needs, making 
appropriate referrals as needed, and can review additional strategies for dealing with stress, and 
preventing summertime burnout.  
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