
“The Frequency and Impact of Physician Stress and Burnout:

What We Need to Know and Need to Do”

Alan H Rosenstein MD MBA
St Vincent’s Health Birmingham AL

September 25, 2018



Physicians Just Want to be Physicians



Learning Objectives

• Gain a better understanding of the timing, incidence, causes, 

and impact of stress and burnout on health care practitioners

• Discuss the negative impact of stress and burnout on 

attitudes and behaviors that can adversely affect care 

relationships, satisfaction, patient safety, and quality of care

• Learn how to develop effective strategies to address stress 

and burnout and implement programs designed to enhance 

professional behaviors, staff satisfaction, and well- being 

• Discuss the importance of collaborative strategies for early 

intervention geared to help health care professionals attain a 

healthier more satisfying personal and professional life



Dissatisfaction, Stress, and Burnout: Incidence



Medscape Report 2018



Causes/ Consequences

• Bureaucracy:

– Change/ focus/ intent

– Workload/ process flow

– Roles/ responsibilities

– Administrative hurdles

– Contracts/ Productivity/ $

– Metrics/ Accountability

– EMR/ Coding/ Reporting

• Consequences:

– Loss of autonomy

– Loss of control

– Loss of idealism

– Loss of respect

– Loss of purpose

– Dissatisfaction

– Frustration/ anger/ S&B

– Impact on care



Impact on Self Image and Patient Care



Signs and Symptoms

Change in persona
Exhaustion
Apathy/ detachment
Irritability/ cynicism
Non- communicative
Anger/ hostility
Depression
Emotional liability
Suicidal ideation
Physical signs 
Disruptive behaviors
Judgement/ Mistakes

http://locumstory.com/spotlight/physician-workload-survey-2018



Coping Mechanisms



Physician Response

• I’m not under stress

• Yes, I’ve been under stress my entire life

• Yes, I can handle it

• Yes, I’ll make more time for relaxation …. Ooops

• You don’t understand my world

• You don’t care

• Even if they want to reluctance to act:

– Awareness/ support/ access/ HCO responsiveness?

– Stoicism/ stigma

– Time/ Cost/ DX?

– Questions about competency

– Fear of retribution/ licensure

– Concerns about confidentiality



Physician Reluctance to Act



http://www.beckershospitalreview.com/hospital-physician-relationships/3-in-4-
physicians-say-their-organization-is-not-addressing-burnout.html

Organizational Response



Consequences

Physicians/ Staff:

• Decreasing job satisfaction

• Feelings of irritability, 

moodiness, cynicism, apathy

• Sleep disturbances, fatigue

• Negative impacts on physical 

health

• Negative impacts on emotional 

health (anxiety, depression, 

behavioral disorders)

• Performance liability

• Patient satisfaction

• Patient safety issues

• Career issues

– Premature retirement

Organization:

• Culture and morale

• Increased turnover,  

recruitment  and retention 

challenges

• Poor care coordination/ 

productivity/ compliance

• Disruptive behaviors

• Patient satisfaction/ reputation

• Patient safety and quality 

issues related to poor 

responsiveness, ineffective 

communication, judgment  

errors causing adverse events

• Penalty/ liability



Wants and Wishes

Organizations:

▪ Mission/ Culture/ Morale

▪ Success/ Reputation

▪ Recruitment and retention

▪ Achieve objectives

▪ Metric compliance

▪ Less disruption/ productivity

▪ Enhanced communication and 

team collaboration

▪ Conflict resolution

▪ Best practice quality/ safety

▪ Professional behaviors

▪ Patient/ staff satisfaction

▪ Physician satisfaction/ success

Physicians: 

▪ Good patient care

▪ Happiness/ success/ respect 

▪ Control

▪ Work-life balance

• Work hours/ responsibilities

• Rest and relaxation

• Wellness activities

▪ Administrative support

• Recognition and concern

• Input and understanding

• Leadership responsiveness

• Administrative support

• Clinical support

• Emotional support

• Career support

• Thank you



It’s Not Just Physicians …..

Workplace environment
- Compassion fatigue
- Staffing/ scheduling
- Roles and responsibilities
Gender bias/ harassment
Disrespect/ incivility



So What are you/ we Going to Do?



What Influences Physician Attitudes & Behaviors?

Internal:

• Age and generation

• Gender

• Culture and ethnicity

• Geography/ life experiences

Personality:
– Dictatorial

– Narcissism, stoicism 

– Perfectionism/ desensitization

– Low Emotional Intelligence

External:

• Training 

• Healthcare environment

• Work environment/ event

• Life/ Personal issues

Behavioral health/wellness:
– Stress/ fatigue/ apathy/ burnout

– Frustration/ anger/ depression

– Substance abuse

– Suicidal ideation



Internal Factors

Age & generation

Culture & Ethnicity

Gender

Life/ Personality
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Relationship Based Improvements in Patient Care



External Factors: 

Training

Reform

Stress &
Burnout



External Factors: Training and Reform

Training: 

• Rites of passage

• Competitive nature

• Hierarchy

• Low self- esteem

• Focus on knowledge/ 

technical expertise

• Independence/ autonomy

• Authoritative/ controlling

• Desensitization/ Low EI

• Stress/ burnout/ depression

Health Care Reform:

• Value based care

• Performance accountability

• Accountable care organizations

• Risk based contracting

• Payment restructuring (fixed/     

bundled/ P4P incentives

• Non-clinical mandates (EMR/ ICD 10/ 

PQRS/ MIFS/ Meaningful use)

• Capacity management

• Productivity



Point of Entry: It Begins Early On



Medical School Restucturing



Health Care Reform



Stress and Burnout ….

80%

20%



Recommendations:

1. Awareness/ assessment/ priority/ purpose/ motivation

2. Organizational Culture/ Work environment:
- Leadership commitment/ Champions/ structure and process

- Mutual alignment around goals and objectives

3. Education:
- Awareness/ Responsibility/ Accountability

4. Relationship training:
- Diversity/ Sensitivity/ Stress/ Conflict management

- Communication skills training

- Emotional Intelligence/ Customer satisfaction

5. Logistical support 

6. Clinical support

7. Behavioral support
- Stress management/ Mindfulness/ Resiliency training

- Peer support/ Coaching/ Counseling/ Intervention

8. Physician Well- being/ Work- life Balance
- Self care/ Wellness Committees/ EAP/ Outside resources

9. Physician satisfaction

10.Physician engagement



Awareness, Assessment

Patient experience
Population health
Reducing costs

Provider health



Priority



Purpose/ Motivation

Mindfulness
Resiliency



Culture, Leadership, Environment

Acknowledge/ Understand
Cultivate MD/ Executive Champions
Incentives/ Culture/ Goal alignment
Interventions/ Support
Work- Life balance/ Self care
Enhance physician engagement



Changing Organizational Perspectives

Examples: Mayo/ Brigham/ Stanford/ Geisinger Clinic
John Hopkins/ Oregon/ Colorado ……..



Education/ Relationship Training

▪ General education (all staff)

- Awareness/ implications/ accountability/ resources

▪ Relationship training

o Phone etiquette/ charm school/ sensitivity training

o Diversity training/ cultural competency

o Communication skills/ team collaboration skills

o Self awareness: Emotional Intelligence/ Mindfulness

o Service excellence/ customer satisfaction

o Time management/ stress management/ resiliency

o Conflict management/ anger management

o Facilitation/ negotiation/ project management skills

o Leadership skills development



Staff Support

• Administrative

– Scheduling/ productivity/ capacity management (“cockpit control”)

– Clerical assistance (scribes)/ personnel assistant

– System redesign and simplification/ process flow and efficiency

– Financial support

• Clinical

– Physician Assistants

– Nurse Practitioners

– Care Coordinators/ Medical Assistants/ Navigators 

• Emotional/ Behavioral support

– Wellness activities: Relaxation/ Mindfulness

– Stress management/ Resilience training

– EAP/ Counseling/ Therapy

– Behavioral intervention/ PHPs

– Career management



Stress Management

• Understand importance

• Consider consequences

• Take care of self

– Self assessment/ acknowledge symptoms

– Set expectations/ set limits

– Avoid stressful situations

– Sleep

– Nutrition

– Exercise

– Relaxation/ meditation

• Accept advice/ assistance/ training

• Behavioral compliance

• Change situation



Mindfulness Training

• Purposeful attentiveness and self- reflection as to one’s  

own thoughts, feelings, and reactions

• Promote greater awareness of self and others

• Connection to what’s meaningful

• Coping skills to lower reactivity and enhance 

responsiveness to stressful situations

• Mindfulness practices:

– Meditation/ reflection/ stress reduction

– Thoughts/ choice/ priorities

• Advantages:

– Reduces stress and burnout

– Promotes well-being 

– Improves responsiveness to patient needs

– Enhance patient/ individual care experience



Resiliency Training

Recognition
Oranization
Coping mechanisms
Controlling emotions
Situation management
Positive focus
Maintain well- being
Developing “True Grit”



Behavioral Support

• Informal

• Physician Wellness Committee

• Wellness programs

• Employee Assistance Program

• Human Resources

• Training programs

• Coaching

• Counseling

• Behavioral intervention

• Outside Resources



Outside Resources

https://www.stepsforward.org/modules/physician-burnout



Outside Resources



Physician Well- Being

• Understand importance

• Consider consequences

• Take care of self

– Reflection

– Set expectations/ set limits (“no”)

– Avoid stressful situations

– Sleep

– Nutrition

– Exercise

– Relaxation

– Meditation

• Accept advice/ support

• Change situation



Collaborative for Healing and Renewal in Medicine



Wellness Officer Training



Additional Services

• Child care

• Laundry services

• Gourmet meals



Joy and Satisfaction



Physician Engagement

Focus on core values
Express concern and  empathy
Provide education and training
Provide opportunities for input
• Forum
• Exchange
• Responsiveness  
Provide opportunities to connect
Motivate and inspire
Provide support
• Administrative
• Clinical
• Behavioral
Show respect and recognition
➢ Compliment the positives
➢ Improve physician satisfaction
➢ Improve well-being
➢ Improve care relationships
➢ Improve patient care
➢ Improve career



Solutions

• Recognize the seriousness and significance of the issue

– Physician well-being a priority

• Health providers a precious resource working under stressful conditions

• Raise organizational/ individual awareness and accountability

– Organizational culture/ leadership commitment/ empathy

– Listen/ solicit input: Surveys/ Town hall meetings/ discussion groups/ 1:1

– Respond to issues and concerns that impact attitudes and behaviors 

– Motivate action/ Address barriers/ Focus on job fulfillment

– Foster project champions/ Collaborative support

• Provide pro-active support: Satisfaction/ life balance/ health & wellness

– Recognize reluctance to act/ Facilitate input and open discussions

– Structural/ administrative/ logistical/ clinical resource support

– Provide training: enhance EI, communication, and work relationship skills

– Emotional/ behavioral support (Wellness Committee/ EAP/ coaching….) 

– Satisfaction/ Career advice

• Recognize, motivate, engage and reward



Questions?

Alan H Rosenstein MD MBA

ahrosensteinmd@aol.com


