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ACTIVE REST  

Active rest may seem like an oxymoron but 

it’s a principle most elite athletes embrace. 

Active rest is participating in activity 

(work/sport) with a reduced load compared 

to what’s considered your “normal” level. This 

can include changing the activity, reducing 

the mileage/workload, or changing the 

duration of the activity. There are a variety of 

benefits of active rest for physical activity 

which include injury prevention, muscle soreness, recovery, less stress, workout progress and 

interest.  Working active rest into your life (work and exercise) will help you stay engaged and 

sustain your progress over the long run. Progress requires forward momentum (however 

small), and when we get injured or burnout that progress comes to an abrupt halt!!  

When I migrated from a corporate role to a full-time external consultant, I learnt one of my 

hardest life lessons. For 2.5 years I worked every weekend without fail, driven by the fear that if 

I turned away any work, I would lose a client or miss billable opportunities. My limiting belief 

was that consulting is feast or famine, and I couldn’t let my family down. Sound familiar? It got 

to a stage where I was stale, grumpy and was not providing the cutting-edge research and 

ideas that would differentiate myself from other consultants…I was going through the motions 

(a dangerous place to be when you are in a highly competitive consulting space). Fortuitously 

I realised this and rectified my downward trajectory. I took my family on a month-long vacation 

overseas (we had always talked about it but were always “just too busy”). We walked and 

talked, and immersed ourselves in new cultures, getting off our proverbial treadmill and into a 

new realm.  

 

 In addition, I have built in each year four 1-week oasis periods (no billable work) which I reserve 

for relaxation, research, and reflection. I started ring-fencing every 2nd weekend for family 

time…and in doing so re-established my relationship with my kids and re-discovered my love 

of psychology. Yes, it did cost me in terms of initial billing, but it has significantly extended my 

career and quality of service to my clients. Ultimately, the longer-term benefit was well worth 

it. Often, we aren’t willing to pay this price, are you? The reality is that whilst athletes’ “off-

season approach” seems appealing, we can’t just take extended time-off, but nor do they. 

But we can learn from elite athletes and adapt their active rest principles (we are still working, 

just in a different way to our own context). 
 

https://www.campuswell.com/active-rest-day-workout/
https://www.campuswell.com/active-rest-day-workout/
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But how do we know when we should be applying active rest and how?  

PHYSICAL INDICATORS MENTAL INDICATORS 

Are you experiencing all three of the following 

physical overtraining? 

 

1. Am I sore every day? Any soreness lasting more 

than 48 hours is your body’s way of saying it 

needs a break.  

2. Increased blood pressure/at rest heart rate. 

3. Is my workout performance going 

down/plateauing?    

4. Injuries that keep coming back: like muscle 

sprains, stress fractures, joint pain and 

suppressed immune system. 

 

 *There are many other indicators of over-training, 

here are just some easy ones to spot. Always 

involve your medical doctor in this diagnosis.  

Are you experiencing all three burnout indicators?  

 

 

1. Emotional exhaustion: feelings of depleted 

physical and emotional resources and prompts 

actions in the worker to distance himself/herself 

emotionally and cognitively from his/her work. 

2. Depersonalisation (cynicism): negative, 

callous, and cynical attitudes or excessively 

detached responses towards the recipients of 

service and care. 

3. Reduced personal accomplishment 

(professional efficacy): feelings of 

insufficiency, incompetence, lack of 

achievement. 

 

Solutions to physical over-training: 

 Decide if you need RESET or rest-or-active 

approach.  

 

“The harder you’re exercising, the more you need 

active rest,” says Prof Coyle. “One rule that most 

athletes follow for training is a hard day followed by 

an easy day. If you try to put two or three hard days 

in a row, that can be counterproductive.”  

How we can apply active rest:  

• Elevate your heart rate and help you break a 

sweat – without the additional joint stress that 

comes with traditional cardio or HIIT workouts. 

• Promote additional blood flow to sore or stiff 

areas. 

Solutions for mental burnout:  

Decide if you need RESET or rest-or-active 

approach.   

 

There is a dark side to goal-setting and driven 

behaviour, and for some people the endless pursuit 

of “more” leads to the eventual result of “less”.  

 

The three key burnout indicators of burnout have 

different goal generated solutions, consider the 

following: 

 

• Emotional exhaustion recovery: Organize your 

goals in a hierarchy to better manage what 

you do (and know why you do what you do); 

be aware of each task’s perceived 

attainability and limit any unnecessary tasks. 

 

https://health.clevelandclinic.org/7-signs-that-exercise-is-actually-hurting-your-health/
https://www.hss.edu/article_overtraining.asp
https://journals.lww.com/acsm-healthfitness/fulltext/2015/03000/overreaching_overtraining__more_is_not_always.4.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/acsm-healthfitness/fulltext/2015/03000/overreaching_overtraining__more_is_not_always.4.aspx
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1941738111434406
https://www.webmd.com/a-to-z-guides/stress-fractures-symptoms
https://journals.lww.com/acsm-healthfitness/fulltext/2015/03000/overreaching_overtraining__more_is_not_always.4.aspx
https://www.mindgarden.com/117-maslach-burnout-inventory-mbi#:%7E:text=That%20research%20identified%20three%20basic,%2C%20irritability%2C%20loss%20of%20idealism%2C
https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/RestFULL-filling-the-tank-properly-May-2022.pdf
https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/RestFULL-filling-the-tank-properly-May-2022.pdf
https://bewell.gsu.edu/active-rest-day-workout/
https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/RestFULL-filling-the-tank-properly-May-2022.pdf
https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/RestFULL-filling-the-tank-properly-May-2022.pdf
https://psychologycompass.com/blog/burnout-recovery-guide/
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• Prioritize unilateral and/or isometric 

movements. 

• Address common problematic areas, such as 

poor thoracic mobility, bad ankle mobility, 

tight hip flexors, and weak core or glutes. 

 

• Depersonalisation / Cynicism recovery: Look 

at the major goals and the sub-goals that 

need to be completed and determine if 

they’re approach – or avoidance-focused 

goals. 

• Reframe avoidance-focused goals into 

approach-focused. 

• If there are any avoidance focused 

goals that need to remain, apply 

implementation intentions (I will take 

certain actions on a specific day and 

time). 

 

• Reduced personal accomplishment:  At each 

level of your goal hierarchy, determine which 

tasks are “want-to” and “have-to.” 

• Create additional “want-to” tasks to 

ensure there are equal number of both. 

• Rank the “have-to” tasks by priority at 

each level. 

• Alternate between the “want-to” and 

“have-to” tasks at each level. 

 

 

Whilst the above techniques (for mental burnout) address competing goal-setting dynamics, 

there are many other active rest approaches we can explore depending on our needs, 

including: training and development, company visits, special projects, reduced working hours 

and sabbaticals. Sabbaticals are no longer defined by the absence of work, in fact they are 

defined by the presence of it. Sabbaticals aren’t just another word for vacation. They’re the 

new word for an active pursuit of Purpose. 

Don’t just sit there!! 

Whilst self-awareness and introspection are often the starting points of self-growth, most of us 

assume the position of contemplation without going there. We are sitting more than ever 

before, and it’s a habit that seems to start early. A recent study, of more than 51,000 Americans 

surveyed, the amount of time spent sitting increased across age groups by about an hour a 

day between 2007 and 2016, and that included a notable rise among adolescents. 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20210819-the-case-for-a-shorter-workweek
https://www.remoteyear.com/blog/modern-sabbatical-ideas
https://www.yalemedicine.org/news/sitting-health-risks
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Unfortunately, a growing body of evidence suggests that spending too many hours sitting is 

hazardous for your health. Habitual inactivity raises risks for obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular 

disease, deep-vein thrombosis, and metabolic syndrome. I shudder to think what Work from 

Home, move to online shopping especially amongst the elderly, and the severe lockdown 

measures implications are in this regard.  

Researchers aren't sure why prolonged sitting has such harmful health consequences. A 

possible explanation is that it relaxes your largest muscle groups. Intuitively that sounds good, 

but when muscles relax, they take up less glucose from the blood, raising your risk of type 2 

diabetes. Hours of sitting, whether reading a book, working on the computer, or watching TV, 

can tighten the hip flexor and hamstring muscles and stiffen the joints themselves even if you 

are exercising. Overly tight hip flexors and hamstrings also affect gait and balance, making 

activities like walking harder and even setting you up for a fall. Plus, tight hip flexors and 

hamstrings can contribute to lower back pain and knee stiffness, something many people 

suffer with every day.  

Given the research, breaking up long blocks of sitting to flex your muscles seems like a wise 

move for all of us, so try to build more activity into your day. Set a timer to remind you to get 

up and move around at least every hour. Take your phone calls standing up. Try an adjustable 

standing desk for your computer. Instead of sitting in an armchair while watching TV, sit on a 

stability ball, which engages your muscles to stay upright. The key is to mix it up, you can’t 

stand all day either.  

Glance at the adjoining picture… which path are 

you on? The congested left lane where most 

people misguidedly work harder and longer, or the 

right lane (literally and figuratively) which is less 

travelled, but allows you to go slow (active rest) so 

you can ultimately go faster? It’s your call, make the 

right one!!! 

 

 

 

 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/pain/the-dangers-of-sitting
https://www.health.harvard.edu/pain/the-dangers-of-sitting
https://www.health.harvard.edu/heart-health/why-you-should-move-even-just-a-little-throughout-the-day

