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More than just tiredness
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If you have woken up every day for the past week feeling more exhausted than when you went to 
sleep, then something is wrong. 

MANY of us brush off tiredness or fatigue as something inconsequential. We force ourselves to overcome 
it, take coffee to stay awake or tell ourselves that we will sleep earlier that night. But as the next morning 
rolls around, it is the same feeling again, and the next day and the next.

Fatigue is a health condition that has certain physical or psychological causes. If you suffer from fatigue all 
the time, you should see your doctor and try to figure out what is causing it, as fatigue can interfere with 
your daily routine and disrupt your life.

Diabetes reduces the energy 
absorbed by the body’s cells, 
because abnormally high levels of 
sugar remain in the bloodstream 
instead of being converted into 
energy. That is why persistent, 
unexplained fatigue is one of the 
symptoms of diabetes.

Just what is fatigue?

“Oh, I’m so sleepy,” you say, yawning after you had a late night out with 
friends.

Fatigue is not the same as normal drowsiness. You may feel drowsy if you 
did not get enough sleep the night before, but it is remedied once you get 
some rest.

Fatigue is more encompassing, as it causes you to feel a lack of physical 
energy as well as mental alertness and motivation. You may also feel 
drowsy when you are fatigued, but you can be fatigued without needing to 
sleep.

Think of those times when you just sat on your bed, feeling run down, 
unable to remember what you were supposed to do next.

If fatigue continues for more than 24 to 48 hours, even after you have 
rested, it is considered to be prolonged fatigue.

Causes of fatigue

There is a wide range of health conditions and syndromes that can cause prolonged fatigue. It can be 
caused by poor blood supply to the body’s tissues, metabolic disorders, infections, inflammatory diseases, 
medications and mental disorders.

Below are some of the common causes of fatigue, although this is not an exhaustive list.

Metabolic/endocrine – anaemia; hypothyroidism; diabetes; electrolyte abnormalities; kidney disease; liver 
disease; Cushing’s disease.

Infectious – infectious mononucleosis; hepatitis; tuberculosis; Cytomegalovirus; HIV infection; influenza 
(flu); malaria and many other infectious diseases.

Cardiac (heart) and pulmonary (lungs) – congestive heart failure; coronary artery disease; valvular heart 
disease; chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD); asthma; arrhythmias; pneumonia.

Medications – antidepressants; anti-anxiety medications; sedative medications; medication and drug 
withdrawal; antihistamines; steroids; some blood pressure medications; some antidepressants.



Diabetes also reduces the energy absorbed by the body’s cells, because abnormally high levels of sugar 
remain in the bloodstream instead of being converted into energy. That is why persistent, unexplained 
fatigue is one of the symptoms of diabetes.

Finally, anaemia is the leading cause of fatigue in women. A low haemoglobin count means that there are 
fewer red blood cells to carry oxygen to your tissues and organs. Anaemia caused by iron deficiency can 
be addressed by eating more iron-rich foods, such as lean meat, liver, shellfish, beans and enriched 
cereals.

Infectious diseases

Whenever you have the flu, you are probably struck by this feeling of extreme exhaustion and malaise. 
Your body will ache all over and you will not have the energy to do anything.

This symptom occurs in most infectious diseases, as the body’s immune system is trying to fight the 
infection.

Heart and lung problems

The heart and lungs are two key organs that keep your body and mind moving. The lungs are responsible 
for making oxygen available, while the heart pumps blood that transports oxygen to all the cells and tissues 
in the body.

Problems like congestive heart failure, coronary artery disease, valve disease and arrhythmia disrupt the 
functions of the heart. If you suddenly feel exhausted while doing simple everyday activities that you used 
to do easily, such as cleaning the house or gardening, you should suspect that something is wrong with 
your heart.

Lung problems include chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), asthma and pneumonia. Long-time 
smokers often complain of fatigue from simple activities like climbing stairs because their lung function is 
reduced.

Mental health problems

Many people do not attribute fatigue to their emotional and psychological well-being. Although the exact 
mechanism is still not fully understood, fatigue, headaches and loss of appetite are very real symptoms of 
mental disorders.

In small and moderate doses, 
caffeine improves alertness and 
concentration. However, too much 
of it can increase your heart rate 
and blood pressure, so that when 
the caffeine level in your blood 
dips, you feel more fatigued than 
before.

Psychiatric (mental health) – depression; anxiety; drug abuse; alcohol 
abuse; eating disorders (for example; bulimia; anorexia); grief and 
bereavement.

Sleep problems – sleep apnoea; reflux oesophagitis; insomnia; narcolepsy; 
work shift work or work shift changes; pregnancy; extra night hours at “work”.

Others – cancer; rheumatological illnesses such as rheumatoid arthritis and 
systemic lupus; fibromyalgia; chronic fatigue syndrome; normal muscle 
exertion; obesity; chemotherapy and radiation therapy.

Metabolic and endocrine disorders

Common metabolic or endocrine disorders include hypothyroidism, anaemia 
and diabetes. These disorders cause fatigue because they affect the energy 
levels in your tissues.

Hypothyroidism occurs when the thyroid gland is underactive. The gland is 
responsible for controlling the body’s metabolism, which is the speed at 
which the body converts fuel from food (such as carbohydrates, protein and 
fat) into energy.

When the thyroid gland underperforms, your metabolism will be adversely 
affected and you will feel sluggish as your cells do not have enough energy.



Fatigue is also seen in psychiatric disorders affecting behaviour, such as drug abuse, alcohol abuse and 
eating disorders.

Diet

Even what you eat and drink can contribute to fatigue. Obviously if you do not eat enough, you will have 
low energy levels and experience the physical and mental sluggishness that always accompanies hunger.

You need to eat a balanced diet, with the right amount of complex carbohydrates and protein, to keep up 
your energy levels throughout the day. Do not skip meals, especially breakfast. Eat smaller, more frequent 
meals, or healthy snacks in between main meals.

Even though you may be tempted to reach for the coffee when you are tired, it can actually cause the 
opposite reaction.

In small and moderate doses, caffeine improves alertness and concentration. However, too much of it can 
increase your heart rate and blood pressure, so that when the caffeine level in your blood dips, you feel 
more fatigued than before.

Sleep problems

Of course, lack of sleep is one of the most obvious causes of fatigue. You may be getting less than the 
recommended six to seven hours of sleep every night because of work deadlines, financial or family 
worries that keep you awake, or you may have a sleep disorder.

Sleep apnoea is a common disorder that disrupts people’s sleep. If you suffer from this, you may not even 
be aware that your breathing stops briefly several times throughout the night. This will cause you to wake 
up feeling like you did not sleep at all, even though you don’t recall waking up!

Like many things in medicine, there are still many unanswered questions about fatigue. One of the biggest 
mysteries is chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS), which causes severe, continued tiredness over many 
months.

There is no known cure for CFS, but there are methods to help the patient cope with the symptoms.

Fatigue can be a frustrating condition, especially if you do not know what is causing it. However, some 
simple remedies can be the best medicine, such as eating a healthy and balanced diet, being physically 
active, and taking time for activities that are relaxing and enjoyable.

Sometimes, it just takes a little effort to make the fatigue melt away.

Datuk Dr Nor Ashikin Mokhtar is a consultant obstetrician & gynaecologist (FRCOG, UK). For further 
information, visit www.primanora.com. The information provided is for educational and communication 
purposes only and it should not be construed as personal medical advice. Information published in this 
article is not intended to replace, supplant or augment a consultation with a health professional regarding 
the reader’s own medical care. The Star does not give any warranty on accuracy, completeness, 
functionality, usefulness or other assurances as to the content appearing in this column. The Star disclaims 
all responsibility for any losses, damage to property or personal injury suffered directly or indirectly from 
reliance on such information.
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