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The Burnout Report - Mental Health UK - 2026 

STRESS AND BURNOUT ARE COMMON

Mental Health UK’s third annual 
Burnout Report once again exposes a 
persistent and troubling trend: 
burnout and extreme stress continue 
to affect nine in ten people across 
the UK.

“ Many employees are still on the 
brink, with growing numbers 
taking time off due to mental 
health pressures, while stress 
remains too often overlooked and 
under-supported.”



 WHAT GOT LOST IN THE    
 MIX IS THE WORKER    

 IN OUR RUSH TO  
 OPTIMISE THE WORK 



  The stress response (good and bad) 

  Psychological strategies for managing stress more effectively 

  Physiological tools to manage stress and our state 

  How to execute effectively, reduce overwhelm and boost productivity
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THE SCIENCE                    
OF STRESS                                                            

AND RESILIENCE



THE STRESS RESPONSE

THE AUTONOMIC 
NERVOUS SYSTEM

THE `HPA AXIS´

HORMONALNEUROLOGICAL



THE HPA AXIS

HYPOTHALAMUS

PITUITARY 
GLAND

ADRENAL 
GLAND

ADRENALINE 
CORTISOL



PARASYMPATHETICSYMPATHETIC

THE AUTONOMIC NERVOUS SYSTEM

‘ACCELERATOR/GAS’ 'BRAKE'

INCREASES BREATHING RATE, 
HEART RATE, BLOOD PRESSURE

LOWERS BREATHING RATE, 
HEART RATE, BLOOD PRESSURE
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ADRENALINE 
CORTISOL

THE HPA AXIS CAN WEAKEN OVER TIME
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ADRENALINE 
CORTISOL

THE HPA AXIS CAN WEAKEN OVER TIME



SYMPATHETIC

‘ACCELERATOR/GAS’

PARASYMPATHETIC

'BRAKE'

THE AUTONOMIC NERVOUS SYSTEM



AMYGDALA
‘EMOTIONAL’  

OFTEN FEAR-BASED 


IMPORTANT FOR SURVIVAL 


REACTIVE

THE EFFECT OF STRESS ON THE BRAIN

‘RATIONAL’ 

CRITICAL FOR RATIONALITY, CRITIAL 
THINKING AND DECISION-MAKING


IMPORTANT FOR WILLPOWER AND             
SELF-CONTROL


RESPONSIVE

PRE-FRONTAL CORTEX



IMPAIRED FOCUS AND ATTENTION 

UNDESIRABLE EMOTIONAL STATES 

NARROW FOCUS ON ‘PROBLEMS’

STRESS EFFECTS





IMPAIRED FOCUS AND ATTENTION 

UNDESIRABLE EMOTIONAL STATES 

NARROWED FOCUS ON ‘PROBLEMS’ 

IMPAIRED JUDGEMENT AND DECISION-MAKING  

IMPULSIVE AND DESTRUCTIVE BEHAVIOUR

STRESS EFFECTS



‘EUSTRESS’
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SOURCES OF STRESS

•  stress usually stems from events and experiences are external to us 

• giving undue attention to and attempting to control things that cannot be 
controlled can compound stress 

• what works better is to focus on and change what is in our sphere of control





•  many of us believe that our emotional responses result from events, 
experiences and situations 

• then, how can two people can have very different responses                                                                          
to the same experience?

THE ORIGINS OF EMOTION



∂

∂

"There is nothing 
either good or bad                                        

but thinking 
makes it so."



EMOTIONS FOLLOW PERSPECTIVES

Negative perspective Positive perspective



CONTROLLING OUR EMOTIONS           
IS KEY TO SUSTAINABLE       

HIGH PERFORMANCE

1
A KEY TO CONTROLLING OUR 

EMOTIONS IS TO                     
CONTROL OUR THINKING

2



THINKING ABOUT THINKING

• ‘metacognition’ - a term coined by psychologist John Flavell in 1970s 

• being aware of our thinking and steering it 

• key to emotional regulation



Lieberman MD, et al. (2007). Putting feelings into words: Affect labeling disrupts amygdala activity in response to affective stimuli. Psychological Science, 18(5), 421–428. 

• subjects assessed in an fMRI 

• affect labeling reduced activity in the amygdala 

• increased activity in the prefrontal cortex

EMOTIONAL REGULATION - NAME IT TO TAME IT



Torre JB, et al (2018) Putting feelings into words: Affect labeling as implicit emotion regulation. Emotion Review 10(2)116–124 

• naming or labelling an emotion (‘affect 
labeling’) has been shown to help people 
manage it more successfully

• the benefit appears to come simply from the act 
of naming, not from trying to manage the emotion

• labelling works without deliberate effort or 
intent to regulate

emotion

EMOTIONAL REGULATION - NAME IT TO TAME IT



• assessment of 300+ experiments 

• attention shifting/distraction, cognitive reappraisal, 
and managing the response after the emotion had 
arrived (e.g. hiding emotions, pushing emotions away) 

• cognitive reappraisal was the most effective for 
emotonal regulation 

• looking at the event as from another’s perspective 
was the most effective of all

EMOTIONAL REGULATION - COGNITIVE REAPPRAISAL

Webb T L, et al. (2012). Dealing with feeling: A meta-analysis of the effectiveness of strategies derived from the process model of emotion regulation. Psychological Bulletin, 138(4), 775–808



GET SOME DISTANCE

Kross E, et al. (2014). Self-talk as a regulatory mechanism: How you do it matters. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 106(2), 304–324. 

• those who prepared for a stressful speech or first 
meeting by talking to themselves using their own 
name (third person) or ‘you’ (second person) felt 
less anxious  

• they experienced higher performance, and less 
rumination 

• more likely to see the task as a challenge rather 
than a threat
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BREATHING 
SPACE



STRESS

“SOMETHING 
TO BE 

STRESSED 
ABOUT”

“SLOW 
DOWN”

“LESS     
  STRESS”

INCREASE IN 
BREATHING RATE

SLOWER 
BREATHING RATE

THE NEUROPHYSIOLOGY OF BREATHING



ANGER  

DEPRESSION  

ANXIETY 

CONFUSION  

ENERGY 

COMFORT 

RELAXATION 

PLEASANTNESS 

ALERTNESS

Slow Breathing

SLOWER BREATHING IMPROVES STATE

≈ 6 BREATHS/MIN

Zaccaro A, et al. (2018). How breath-control can change your life: A systematic review on psycho-physiological correlates of slow breathing. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 12, 353



INTERCOSTAL 
MUSCLES

DIAPHRAGM

THE BIO-MECHANICS OF BREATHING



THE BIO-MECHANICS OF BREATHING



THE BIO-MECHANICS OF BREATHING



DIAPHRAGMATIC BREATHING IS ‘DE-STRESSING’

STUDIES DEMONSTRATE THE 
EFFECTIVENESS OF 

DIAPHRAGMATIC BREATHING         
ON REDUCING STRESS

Hopper SI, et al. (2019). Effectiveness of diaphragmatic breathing for reducing physiological and psychological stress in adults: A quantitative systematic review. JBI Database of Systematic Reviews and Implementation Reports, 17(9), 1855–1876



THE ART         
OF BELLY 
BREATHING



IN OUT

<

PARASYMPATHETIC 

THE NEUROPHYSIOLOGY OF BREATHING

LESS PARASYMPATHETIC 



• slow your breathing rate to about 6 breath cycles per minute 

•  breathe into the abdomen from the diaphragm  

• extend the exhale relative to the inhale                                      

(e.g. inhale over 3s in, exhale over 7s) 

BREATHING TO CALM THE SYSTEM



PARASYMPATHETICSYMPATHETIC

THE AUTONOMIC NERVOUS SYSTEM

‘ACCELERATOR/GAS’ 'BRAKE'

INCREASES BREATHING RATE, 
HEART RATE, BLOOD PRESSURE

LOWERS BREATHING RATE, 
HEART RATE, BLOOD PRESSURE



1, 2, 3, 1, 
2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, 7…



CALMING BREATH - WHEN?

• during or prior to a challenging experience 

• before sleep (helps embed it as a habit and associate                               
the exercise with sleep) 

• if you are finding it difficult to sleep 

• if you wake in the night
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In Tray Out Tray

GETTING THE JOB DONE





DECISIONS, DECISIONS…

ANTERIOR 
CINGULATE 

GYRUS

A N X I TE Y





PRIORITISE 
PRIORITISATION                                    



THE EISENHOWER MATRIX

DO ✓

IM
P
OR
TANT

NOT 
IM
P
OR
TANT

URGENT NOT URGENT



WHAT ARE THE MOST  
IMPORTANT AND URGENT 

THINGS I NEED TO DO 
TODAY/TOMORROW?

GIVES CLARITY                  
AND REDUCES 

ANXIETY

PRACTICAL      
AND 

PRODUCTIVE

PROVIDES RELIEF,   
SATISFACTION AND 

REWARD

REDUCES  
DISTRACTING 
THOUGHTS



REDUCES  
DISTRACTING 
THOUGHTS

WHAT ARE THE MOST  
IMPORTANT AND URGENT 

THINGS I NEED TO DO 
TODAY/TOMORROW?

GIVES CLARITY                  
AND REDUCES 

ANXIETY

PRACTICAL      
AND 

PRODUCTIVE

PROVIDES RELIEF,   
SATISFACTION AND 

REWARD



Bluma Zeigarnik 1901-1988

THE ZEIGARNIK EFFECT



DISTRACTING THOUGHTS 
CAN GENERALLY BE 

SHUT OFF BY…

OUT OF YOUR HEAD

…PLANNING WHEN 
TASKS WILL BE DONE

Masicampo EJ & Baumeister RF (2011). Consider it done! Plan making can eliminate the cognitive effects of unfulfilled goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101(4), 667–683.



TASKS NEED TO BE CAPTURED OUTSIDE OUR BRAIN…

Apple NotesMS One NoteNotebook Remarkable 2 Todoist Tasks (Mac)



AND THEN SCHEDULED 
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THE PROBLEM -V- THE SOLUTION
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≈ 2 HOURS/DAY
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TIME 
BLOCKING





“Work expands so 
as to fill the time 
available for its 

completion”

C. Northcote Parkinson

Historian and Author


1909-1993

Parkinson’s Law:





1. Facilitates the timely and efficient 
execution of tasks

2. ‘Frees the mind’ to concentrate 
properly on the task at hand

TIME-BLOCKING



? AT THE END 
OF THE 

WORKING DAY

PRIORITISE AND    
SCHEDULE 
TASKS
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Dr John Briffa BSc MB BS (Lond) is a medical doctor, speaker, faciliatator, coach and author with 30 
years experience in supporting wellbeing and performance with organisations globally. Clients 
include Deloitte, PwC, Barclays, HSBC, Bank of America, A&O Shearman, Clifford Chance, IBM, 
Mastercard and Schroders. 

Dr Briffa graduated with honours from University College London School of Medicine, where he also 
earned an intercalated BSc degree in Biomedical Science. In addition to his corporate work, he has 
more than three decades of experience as a practising doctor, specialising in lifestyle-oriented and 
functional medicine.

About Dr John Briffa

Dr Briffa is a widely-published journalist and former columnist for Men's Health, the Daily Mail and The Observer. He has 
contributed more than 800 articles and columns to mainstream newspapers and magazines and is a recipient of the UK's Health 
Journalist of the Year award. 

He is the author The Performance Prescription: The Science of Healthy High Performance (Pinnacle Press, 2026), and nine other 
books 

drjohnbriffa.com linkedin.com/in/drjohnbriffa


