
A DEFINITION OF ADRENAL BURNOUT 

The adrenal glands may develop various types of problems.  Before we define adrenal burnout, let 

us briefly discuss these rarer conditions. 

Cushing’s disease.  Severe overactivity or hyperfunction of the glands is called Cushing’s syndrome or 

Cushing’s disease.  It is characterized by a ‘moon face’, obesity in the trunk, muscle weakness, poor 

wound healing, kidney stones and often psychological symptoms. 

This condition is relatively rare and usually caused by a tumor of the adrenal glands that secretes 

cortisol or cortisone, two of the important adrenal hormones. 

Addison’s disease.  Extremely low adrenal activity is known as Addison’s disease.  It is characterized 

by weakness, fatigue, low blood pressure, changes in skin color, dehydration, anorexia, nausea, 

decreased cold tolerance and dizziness.  It is also a fairly rare condition, though I have met people 

who say they have Addison’s disease when they really are just in adrenal burnout, which is very 

different. 

Addison’s disease is also caused at times by a tumor on the adrenal glands that shuts down the 

glands completely.  It may also be caused by a severe shock to the system, as happened in the 

famous case of John F. Kennedy. 

Mr. Kennedy developed Addison’s disease when his small patrol boat was suddenly rammed by a 

Japanese destroyer on a dark night during World War II.  Most of the crew was killed instantly.  He 

survived, but the shock damaged his body severely. 

Adrenal burnout syndrome. Adrenal burnout syndrome is basically a mild form of Addison’s 

disease.  It is a low functioning  or underactivity  of the adrenal glands.  It may also be termed 

adrenal insufficiency or adrenal exhaustion.  It differs from Addison’s disease in several important 

ways: 

1. In most cases, it can be corrected using natural methods.  We do not like using cortisone therapy 

or any bio-identical hormone therapy for this condition.  Most often it is not needed and just slows 

true recovery of the adrenal glands. 

2. In most cases, the cause is not a single shock to the system, as with Addison’s disease.  Instead, it 

is usually  a slow decline in adrenal activity due to nutritional deficiencies and the accumulation of 

toxic metals and chemicals in the body.  As these causes are removed, the adrenal glands easily 

recover. 

3. Unlike Addison’s disease, adrenal insufficiency or burnout is very, very common today, especially 

among adults.  However, few physicians are prepared to diagnose it. 

Fatigue versus adrenal burnout.  Adrenal burnout syndrome differs from simple fatigue in that 

burnout  is not relieved by getting a few good nights sleep, as is the case with fatigue. 

This is the case because adrenal exhaustion is not just a sleep deficit, although that may be an aspect 

of the syndrome.  Burnout is a deeper derangement of the body’s energy-producing system, of 

which fatigue is one symptom. 


