
	  

	  

	  

Managing Fatigue
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Fatigue or tiredness is a natural condition, experienced by everyone 
at some point. It usually follows either intense physical or mental 
activity and generally goes away after a period of rest. Physical fa-
tigue can occur after taking exercise whilst mental fatigue can fol-
low long periods of concentration.

Some people experience fatigue even when they have not been 
very active and this type of tiredness may not disappear after rest. 
This type of tiredness has been called chronic fatigue. It can be a 
condition in its own right or it can be due to other factors. These 
include physical factors such as illness, infection and injury and psy-
chological factors such as depression or anxiety. 

While fatigue is different for everyone, common complaints include 
extreme tiredness, exhaustion, weakness or feeling completely 
drained of energy. It is a frustrating condition that can result in 
despair and hopelessness. 

This leaflet will help you to understand more about fatigue and sug-
gests coping strategies to improve your quality of life.

What causes fatigue?
Things that trigger fatigue will vary from person to person so it 
may help to be aware of the things which often trigger your fatigue. 
Common activities which can trigger mental fatigue include a busy 
day at work, preparing a meal for lots of people, driving for long 
distances without a break, trying to follow a conversation in a noisy 
environment or working at a computer. Activities that can trigger 
physical fatigue include exercising and doing physically demanding 
tasks.

How can you recognise fatigue?
It will be helpful to be able to know when you are starting to be-
come tired out. Being aware of early warning signs will mean you 
can rest before you feel overcome with fatigue. Family, friends or 
work colleagues may be able to help you notice warning signs. Pos-
sible signs may include yawning, heavy limbs, eyes losing focus or 
drooping, irritability or loss of concentration. 

WHAT IS FATIGUE?
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MANAGING FATIGUE

For many people, a sense of extreme tiredness does not go 
away over time. It is therefore likely to be helpful to think about 
ways of organising your life so that you can manage the symp-
toms of fatigue. This can help to give you the best possible qual-
ity of life. The following factors are worth keeping in mind –

Emotional factors
Tiredness can be a symptom of depression. Other common 
symptoms of depression include having negative thoughts and 
feeling hopeless about the future. Sometimes when people say 
that are tired and exhausted they are actually feeling low in 
mood. If you believe that you may be depressed it could be 
useful to talk through how you are feeling with a healthcare 
professional. Treatments for depression included psychological 
therapy such as cognitive behavioural therapy and antidepres-
sant medication. Some people notice an increase in their energy 
levels as their depression resolves. When people feel tired and 
low they tend to say negative things to themselves, and this can 
make things worse. One way to deal with this is to say positive 
things to yourself such as –

1. I’m feeling tired, but I’ve felt much more tired before  
 and I’ve handled that well.
2. I’m feeling tired but if I tell someone he/she will be  
 able to help me out.
3. I’m feeling tired but that doesn’t affect my ability to do  
 many of the things I have to do.
4. I’m feeling tired so I’ll have a short nap to boost my  
 energy.
5. I’m feeling tired but if I take things slowly I’ll be fine in  
 a little while.

Stress can also affect your energy levels. If you are stressed it 
can cause you to feel overwhelmed and exhausted. There are 
many ways to try and reduce the level of stress in your life.
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These include making sure you are realistic about what you can 
do each day and ensuring that you have enough time to relax and 
do things that help you relax. This could be having a warm bath, 
reading a book, listening to music or going for a walk or swim.

Prioritising and Planning
If you have fatigue that lingers throughout the day, it is important 
that you plan your day to ensure that you have the energy to do 
what is necessary. It can be helpful to decide which activities are 
most important and try to ensure you do these activities when 
you have most energy. For many people this is in the morning, but 
everyone is different. 

Being aware of what triggers your fatigue can also be helpful as it 
can allow you to plan your day. For example, before you need to 
complete an important task, you should try to avoid doing things 
that usually result in you feeling fatigued. 

When you are planning your day, it can be useful to ensure that 
you have a good mix of activities. For example, you could mix up 
physical tasks, such as walking to the shops, with less physically de-
manding activities, such as paying the bills, to make sure that you 
do not get too physically or mentally exhausted.  As you become 
more aware of which tasks tire you the most, you can plan ahead 
to make sure you make the best possible use of your energies. For 
example, if you find doing the supermarket shopping particularly 
tiring, there are a number of things you could do to minimise this. 
These could include ordering shopping over the internet, having a 
rest period before and after shopping, or asking a friend or rela-
tive to help you.

You may also find it helpful to take regular rest breaks during the 
day. It can be useful to take more frequent, shorter breaks rather 
than one long rest. You could consider whether you find it better 
to take a short nap or do something relaxing.
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	   Making Changes to your Work and Home Space
To make the best of your energy, you may wish to design your 
home and work area to help you manage your daily activities. 
This could help to lessen the physical and mental effort that is 
needed to complete an activity. It may be useful to get some ex-
tra help around the house, such as hiring a cleaner or a gardener.

It can be helpful to make sure that the things you need regularly 
are available to hand and organised so you do not waste valu-
able time and energy looking for them. Try and get into the habit 
of putting things back in the correct place so you know where 
they are when you need them again. You may notice that if you 
do these often enough, they become habits and you do them 
without thinking about it.

 

Diet
Eating a healthy and balanced diet is important since some 
foods can make us feel more lethargic than others. Foods such 
as sweets, chocolate and cakes which release sugar quickly into 
the blood may result in you experiencing a quick burst of energy 
followed by a sharp drop, leaving you feeling fatigued. Foods such 
as wholemeal bread, pasta fruit and vegetables which release 
sugar more slowly can help to keep your energy levels over a 
longer period of time.

It is therefore important to limit sugary foods whilst ensuring 
you eat a variety of wholesome foods.

HEALTHY LIVING
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	  	  	  	   Medication

Some medicines may indirectly help your energy levels. So for 
example, if depression is adding to your fatigue taking anti-depres-
sants could help improve your mood and increase your energy 
levels. It is also possible that side-effects from the medication you 
take could include drowsiness. It is important that you discuss any 
concerns you may have about your medication with your doctor 
who will be able to advise you further.

Exercise

In the long term, doing regular exercise will help your fatigue lev-
els, even though at first you may feel tired after a period of exer-
cise. For some people exercise has been linked to improved mood, 
better quality of sleep and increased energy levels.

Some professionals suggest trying to do 30 minutes of moderately 
intense activity five times a week. There are many ways you can 
try to achieve this e.g. walking rather than taking the bus or car, 
swimming, going to a local exercise class. Gardening can be a good 
form of exercise, too. It makes sense to try and find an exercise 
you enjoy, as this means that you will be more likely to keep doing 
the activity. It can also be helpful to do an activity that brings you 
into contact with other people, such as a team sport like football 
or tennis. By including regular exercise as part of your daily rou-
tine, you may make new friends as well as improving your physical 
fitness, sleep cycle and energy levels.

If you have not exercised in quite a few years, check with your 
doctor before embarking on a new exercise programme.
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Good Sleep Habits 

Having a regular sleep routine make it more likely that you will have 
a good night’s sleep, wake up feeling refreshed, and be less tired 
during the day.

Good sleep habits include:
Making sure you have a calm bedroom which is dark and  
quiet.

Get into the habit of going to bed at the same time each  
day and getting up at the same time.

Just use your bedroom to sleep in and do not watch tele 
vision in bed. This will mean that you begin to associate   
lying in bed with going to sleep.

Try to get into the habit of doing something you find   
relaxing before you go to bed. Suggestions include   
taking a warm bath, listening to calming music or doing   
relaxation exercises. 

Don’t eat large meals late at night.

Avoid drinking tea or coffee, eating chocolate or smoking  
before going to bed

Don’t drink alcohol before going to bed.

Avoid sleeping in the day after 4pm.

Try not to start thinking about difficulties and problem  
just prior to going to bed. If you do start to worry about 
particular things write them down and tell yourself that you  
will deal with them in the morning when you have more en-
ergy.
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Finally…

Hopefully, this leaflet has given you some ideas to help 
manage your fatigue. Some of the ideas may be more 

helpful than others but give yourself time to try them out 
to see what best works for you.

© Narinder Kapur, January, 2011
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