ru: for your health

Physician Burn-Out:
A Silent Epidemic

By: Martin E. Keller, ED.D, ABPP, FAACP

.

Burnout refers to psychological exhaustion and diminished efficiency from overwork or
prolonged exposure to stress. Medical literature suggests practicing physicians are
susceptible to Burnout. Common symptoms of Physician Burnout include worrying,
particularly at night, sleep difficulties, feeling unappreciated at work, dread of going to work
and feeling overwhelmed. Recurrent stress related physical symptoms, substance abuse,
depression, irritability and anxiety are commonly seen in states of Burnout.

The following clinical vignettes (identifiable information disguised to preserve
confidentiality) are illustrative of physicians seen in my practice who have suffered from
burn out.
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Doc A is a 46-year old mae
aurgeon. He ismarried and the father
of two sons ages 8 and 12. He reports
that he works 85 hours per week, and
has experienced a 25 pound weight
gain during the pag year. He dates
that he is consuming three martinis
per evening and more on the week-
ends He is upst with loss of income
related to managed care, and has two
pending malpractice cases The death
of a patient one year ago precipitated
a depressive episode. Additionally his
younges son was recently diagnosed
with ADHD primarily hyperactive
type. Doc A dexcribed a one year his
tory of depresson, panic, loss of sif-
edeem, irritability, deep difficulties
problems focusing, aswell as elevated
blood pressure. He described intrusive
recurrent flashbacksof havingto tell a
family that their child died in surgery.
He remarked @ dread going to work, |
fear another bad outcome, |@n redly
hating medicine.O

Hiswife, office partnersand nurses
a the hogital are concerned about
hisdepresson.

Psychotherapy utilizng a cognitive
behavioral and psychodynamic focus
helped this physcian address grief
issues surrounding the loss of his
patient, which unconscioudy girred
up unresolved feelings of death of his
father when hewas 16. Doc A began a
formal exercise program, joined
weight watchers and log 20 pounds
He gopped acohol and enrolled in a
12-gep program. He became involved
in AA for physcians and engaged
with a gponsor. Dr. A modified his
unrealigic expectations of himslf,
career and finances Heinvolved him-
«f in church and prayer life. He
worked on a committee to reform
malpractice law.
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He negotiated with hispartnersto
recruit another surgeon, which allowed
him moretime off. He planned regular
weekend getawayswith hiswife. After
dx months of treatment, Doc A
reported O feel better about my career,
my family and my health. | never

for leaving her for a younger woman.
She remarks, Maybe | should switch
careers | have no socid life.O

Doc B began weekly individua
psychatherapy. Cognitive approaches
were integrated into the treatment.
She learned relaxation techniques

An organization like the Maricopa County Medical Society
(MCMS) provides a wonderful opportunity to encourage
preventative interventions for physicians. MCMS Members
can remind colleagues of the importance of burnout
reduction strategies. Colleagues can emphasize to each
other, the benefits of regular aerobic exercise,
appropriate nutrition, the mastery of relaxation skils such
as diaphragm breathing, progressive muscle relaxation,
visual imagery meditation, yoga and biofeedback.

Society members might sponsor workshops and
seminars on conflict resolution, team buiding,
communication skils and anger management. Coleagues
can encourage each other to explore spiritualty and
prayer as a way to manage stress.

realized that the death of that patient
got me feeling things about my Dad.O

Doc B is a 40-year old divorced
female, and a lo internal medicine
practitioner. She is the mother of a
teenage daughter. Two office managers
quit in the pag ten months and she
has problems with billing and collec-
tions Doc B describesa sx month his
tory of anxiety and obsessve worry.
She is preoccupied with making @
diagnogtic error.OShe comments @@
working longer hours and making less
money; | feel burned out; | can®ligten
to my patients anymore, they whine.O
She reports that she isangry at men,
and expecialy angry at her ex-husband

Martin E. Keller, ED.D.

including visual imagery. We
explored her anger toward men and
subsequently understood how her
deep and long ganding resentment
toward her father affected her feel-
ingstoward men. She hired apractice
management consultant to help with
billing and collections and a new
office manager.

Two vyears later, Doc B gated, Ony
life ismore balanced, my prioritiesare
clear; | never redized how my hurts
from childhood effected my relation-
ships with menO- O redlly enjoy my
patient®again.O

Doc C is a 52-year old mae
cardiologig. He is married, and the
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father of an adult son and teenage
daughter. Doc C was referred by the
hogpital executive committee for dis
ruptive angry outburg towards nurses
He reports working over 80 hours per
week. Heisactivein real edate deals
and participates in day sock trading.
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He goes to Las Vegas two times per
month. He has had numerous affairs
Currently he has a malpractice case
pending. Doc C felt criticizzd and
unappreciated by patientsand hospital
adminigrators He yearned for the
@pod old daysOwhen doctors were

appreciated. He hated paperwork and
wanted to retire, but he didn® have
enough money. He yelled at nurses
whom he thought were criticiang
him, Qug like my chief resdent did
and jug like my damn father did.O
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Clinical presentation, higory and
family higory suggested Bipolar
Disorder. Doc C wasreferred to a psy-
chiatrig who confirmed the diagnoss
and garted the patient on amood &
bilizer. The patient participated in
both individua and marita therapy.
He was compliant with the mood ga
bilizers prescribed by the psychiatrig
to manage hisBipolar disorder. Doc C
began to limit hispractice to an office
practice. He took clases on anger
management. He hired a financid
manager to take charge of hisfinances
He joined gamblers anonymous and
worked with a sponsor. He s0ld his
invesment propertiesand lowered his
financid expectations

Doc C became more involved in
church and community activities He
developed more male friendships and
began a yoga class He began to
explore the wounds of growing up
with an alcohalic Bipolar father who
was emotionally abusve. He and his
wife participated in marital therapy to
recover log intimacy. He learned to
taketimeto ligen to hispatientswith
geater empathy. After one year of
treatment, Doc C gated @ redlize how
much | love my family. Family is
mog important to me. |1 don® love
medicine, but | can do it well for
a leag another ten years if, | jugt
dow down.O

Physcians around the country are
experiencing sresses of time presaure,
managed care, increased paperwork,
decreased autonomy, malpractice liti-
gation, high volume of patients exces
dve and continuous direct contact
with patients inefficient office gaff,
billing and collection problems,
conflict with colleagues dreses of
maintaining clinical competence,
decreased compensation, government
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regulation, diminished image of
phydcians limited access to social
upport sysems and limited time to
share feelingswith colleagues

Additionaly, Phydcians may aso
experience what has been referred to
as (Compasson Fatigue) or some-
times Oficarious Traumatization.O
Trangmisson of traumatic dress
through observing and hearing the
dories of our patientsDpain often
causes didress to the caregiver.
Physicians who treat individuals who
experience trauma, loss pain, emo-
tiona hurt and disease become over-
whelmed and may begin to experience
feelingsof fear, pain and suffering, Sm-
ilar to that of their patients Doctors
around the country are reporting
increased emotiona and psychologi-
ca digress dydunction in their rela-
tionships with their spouses family,
children, and friends and semingy
greater frequency of impairment due
to addictions

If these case sudies resonate with
your experiences and if these symp-
toms sound familiar to you, you are
not aone. In a recent rvey con-
ducted by U.S. News and World Report
75% of physcians reported less stis
faction with the practice of medicine
over the pad five years Eighty-seven
percent of phydcians reported that
overall morale within the profession
has gone down in the pag few years
Sixty percent said that their own
morale had declined.

An organization like the Maricopa
County Medica Society provides a
wonderful opportunity to encourage
preventative interventions for phys-
cians Members of the Society can
remind colleagues of the importance
of burnout reduction drategies
Colleagues can emphasz to each
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other, the benefits of regular aerobic
exercise, appropriate nutrition, the
madery of relaxation ills such as
diaphragm breathing, progresdve mus
cle relaxation, visual imagery medita-
tion, yoga and biofeedback. Society
members might sponsor workshops
and sminars on conflict resolution,
team building, communication sills
and anger management. Colleagues
can encourage each other to explore
sirituality and prayer as a way to
manage sress

Decreasng physcian isolation is
the mog effective intervention cur-
rently available to reduce the slent
epidemic of Physcian Burnout and
Compasson Fatigue.

Dr. Martin E. Keller, ED.D,
ABPP, FAACP
isaDiplomatein Clinical
Psychology and a Fellow of
the American Academy of
Clinical Psychology.

Heisin private practicein
Paradise Valley, Arizona where
he provides consultation to
physcians aswell as
individual, couplesand
family therapy to adults,
adolescents and children.
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