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Preventing and Eliminating Burnout

Eileen Barrett, MD, MPH, FACP
Department of Internal Medicine, University of New Mexico

Regent, American College of Physicians
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Mark Linzer, MD, FACP, and Sara Poplau, BS, 

of Hennepin County Medical Center



Burnout and wellness are 
in the news



What is burnout & what does it do? 
A long-term stress reaction

• More than half of physician have signs of burnout

• Affects quality of care

• Can cause depression

• More common in women physicians than male 
physicians

• Undermines the doctor-patient relationship

• Clinician burnout is an emerging public health 
threat

Dyrbe L. Ann Intern Med  2008;149:334-41
West C. JAMA. 2009;296:1071-78
Linzer et al. Am J Med 2001;111:170-5
Shanafelt et al. Mayo Clinic Proc 2015, 90:1600-1613 
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What causes job stress? 

• Demand and control predict job stress

• Support can facilitate impact of control

Control and support relieve stress  

Credit to: M Linzer & S Poplau
Karasek et al. Am J Public Health 1981;71:694-705



How do we support wellness?

• Personal approaches:

o Eat

o Hydrate

o Sleep

o Exercise

o Talk*

o Reflect

o Nurture resilience



How do we nurture resilience?

• Know our values

• Maintain connections

• Practice mindfulness

• Exercise gratitude

• Avoid over-efficiency



• Long term relationships with patients promotes 
satisfaction

• Work-home interference strongly predicts 
burnout

• Satisfaction and sustainability are predicted by:
oTime pressure
oWork control
oWork pace (chaos)
oOrganizational culture

Linzer. J Gen Intern Med. 2000;15(7):441-50
http://www.ahrq.gov/downloads/pub/advances/vol1/linzer.pdf

What does research tell us?



We need organizations to act to 
reduce burnout & support wellness

• Reduce predictors of burnout:

o Time pressure

o Lack of control over work conditions

o Chaotic workplaces

o Workplace culture

Credit to M Linzer & S Poplau. 

West et al, Interventions to prevent and reduce physician burnout: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Lancet 2016;388:2272–2281

Linzer M, Manwell LB, Williams ES, et al. Working conditions in primary care: physician reactions and care quality. Ann Intern Med. 2009;151(1):28-36, 
W6-W9

Linzer M, Poplau S, Grossman E, et al. A Cluster Randomized Trial of Interventions to Improve Work Conditions and Clinician Burnout in Primary Care: Results 
from the Healthy Work Place (HWP) Study. J Gen Intern Med. 2015



Where to start?

• Value the work of others

• Don’t underestimate the power of small 
changes

• Remember burnout is:

o Predictable

o Remediable

o Preventable







Where do I start?
• Work with your group to 

administer the Mini-Z 
anonymously

• Compile and report the results
• Use the results to determine 

where to start
o Focus on addressing time 

pressure, chaos, culture, and 
control

• Make changes and reassess at 
least annually

• Repeat!



Organizational approaches to physician 
wellness

• Protected time for reflection

• Resiliency training

• Peer support

• Healthy foods

• Improve the physical environment

Traffic-Light Labels and Choice Architecture Promoting Healthy Food Choices Am J Prev Med. 2014 February ; 
46(2): 143–149. doi:10.1016/j.amepre.2013.10.002 

A Call to Action: Creating a Culture of Health: A report of the American Hospital Association. January 2011. 
http://www.aha.org/advocacy-issues/healthforlife/culture.shtml

http://www.aha.org/advocacy-issues/healthforlife/culture.shtml


• Workplace wellness programs

• Engaging leaders who are 
committed  

• Protecting us from 
unnecessary challenges

• Increasing support

Organizational approaches to physician 
wellness



Protecting us from unnecessary 
challenges

• Reduce time pressure, allow more control

o Extend appointment times

oManageable census

oRedistribute work

oConsider scribes, MA order entry

oAvoid “it’s just three more clicks”

Credit to M Linzer & S Poplau. 
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Increase support

• Support healthy lives:

o Offer flexible/part-time 
work options

o Limit EMR time at home

o Healthy foods at 
meetings

Credit to M Linzer & S Poplau. 
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Increase control

• More order, less chaos
o Support team work and care coordination:

o pre-visit planning, huddles, care 
protocols, standing orders

o Pilot unique schedules
o Early, late, weekend, part-time
o Embrace flexibility  

Credit to M Linzer & S Poplau. 

Linzer et al. Acad Med 2009;84:1395-1400; Saleh et al. Clin Orthop Relat Res 2009;467:558-65;

Viviers et al. Can J Ophthalmol 2008;43:535-46; LeMaire J. BMC HSR. 2010; 10:208
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Promote shared values
• Reward and recognize
• Leaders value well-being  
• Tie the work we do to our 

values 
• Provide resources for a 

wellness, satisfaction, 
and sustainability 
committee

• Benchmark physician 
satisfaction and well-
being

Credit to M Linzer & S Poplau. 



Making your case for change

• Quality of care can suffer

• Patient safety can suffer

• Patient satisfaction can suffer

• Unhappy, exhausted 
physicians leave

• Recruitment suffers

Linzer et al. Ann Intern Med. 2009;151:28-36; Linzer et al. J Gen Intern Med 30(8):1105; 
Chou et al. Acad. Med. 2014;89:1252-1258 Bluford et al. American Hospital Association 
Long-Range Policy Committee. January 2011; Buchbinder S. Am J Manag Care. 1999; 5:1431-
38   



Making your case for change

• It’s expensive to replace 
a clinician

• Float pools & dedicated 
time for passion projects 
are cost-effective

• Our organizations can 
model health for our 
communities

• Basic human decency

Credit to M Linzer & S Poplau. 
Linzer et al. J Gen Intern Med 30(8):1105; Linzer et al. JGIM. 2014 Jan; 29(1): 18–20; Linzer M, 
Am J Med. 2002;113:443-48; Shanafelt T. Arch Intern Med. 2009;169(10):990-995; Linzer et 
al. Ann Intern Med. 2009 Jul 7;151(1):28-36,W6-9



Make the business case

Stepsforward.org



We should agree that there is a moral imperative to 
supporting wellness.

We must address clinician burnout as systematically 
as we’ve addressed other 

public health crises.



Questions?

• ebarrett@salud.unm.edu

• https://www.stepsforward.org/modules/physicia
n-burnout

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


CONNECT WITH ACU

www.clinicians.org

 @ACUnderserved

 #ACUWebinarSeries

 ACU Annual Conference July 30-August 2

https://www.facebook.com/CliniciansfortheUnderserved/
https://twitter.com/ACUnderserved?lang=en

