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WORK LIFE BALANCE

Melissa Barnett, OD, FAAO, FSLS, FBCLA

GRATITUDE

• Gratitude is derived from the Latin word gratia (grace, graciousness, or gratefulness)

• Gratitude encompasses all of these meanings

• Thankful appreciation for what an individual receives, whether tangible or intangible

• With gratitude, people acknowledge the goodness in their lives

• People usually recognize that the source of that goodness lies at least partially 
outside themselves

• Being grateful also helps people connect to something larger than themselves as 
individuals — whether to other people, nature, or a higher power.

GRATITUDE

• Gratitude is strongly and consistently associated with greater happiness

• Benefits of gratitude  

• More positive emotions

• Relish good experiences

• Improve health

• Deal with adversity

• Build strong relationships

WAYS TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE

1. Write a thank-you note, letter or email 

★Make yourself happier and nurture your relationship with another person

★Write a note to express your enjoyment and appreciation of that person's 
impact on your life

★ Send it, or better yet, deliver and read it in person if possible

★Make a habit of sending at least one gratitude letter a month

★ Once in a while, write one to yourself

WAYS TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE

2. Thank someone mentally 

★ No time to write?

★ Think about someone who has done something nice for you

★Mentally thank that person 

WAYS TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE

3. Keep a gratitude journal  

★Make it a habit to write down or share about the gifts you’ve received each 
day
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WAYS TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE

4. Count your blessings 

★Make it a habit to write down or share about the gifts you’ve received each 
day

★ Pick a time every week to sit down and write about your blessings —
reflecting on what went right or what you are grateful for

★ Pick a number — such as three to five things — that you will identify each 
week

★ Be specific and think about the sensations you felt when something good 
happened to you

WAYS TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE

5. Pray 

★ People who are religious can use prayer to cultivate gratitude 

WAYS TO CULTIVATE GRATITUDE

6. Meditate

★Mindfulness meditation involves focusing on the present moment without 
judgment.  

★ Focus on a word or phrase (ex. peace)

★ Or focus on what you're grateful for (warmth of the sun, etc) 

JOURNALING QUESTIONS

• What are you grateful for? 

• How can you increase your gratitude practice?

REMEMBERING TO PUT YOUR “I” IN 
EYE CARE

KNOWING YOUR LIMITS

http://www.gingersoftware.com/content/phrases/in-over-your-head/#.WIbX51LbLIU
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PROFESSIONAL RESOURCES

KNOW WHO’S ON YOUR TEAM

http://www.nanticoke.org/?attachment_id=5892

PROTECT YOURSELF

http://www.dqindia.com/five-alternative-ways-to-charge-your-phone/low-battery/

PHYSICIAN BURNOUT

• Exhaustion

• Energy, emotion, or spirit

• Cynicism

• Loss of empathy

• Doubt

• “Does any of this matter?”

https://www.consumeraffairs.com/news/mayo-clinic-report-finds-physician-burnout-getting-worse-120115.html

BEYOND BURNOUT: RESPONDING TO 
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

CHALLENGES TO SELF-CARE 

• Prior to the pandemic, up to 50% of US physicians were experiencing 
professional burnout 1-3 

• Burnout is described as a “long-term stress reaction marked by emotional 
exhaustion, de-personalization, and lack of a sense of personal accomplishment”4

• Recently, the WHO included burnout in the ICD-115 

• Then the COVID-19 pandemic hit

• “Healthcare professionals at all levels rose above burnout to provide an 
extraordinary medical response, stepping forward to save lives at great cost to 
their own health and wellbeing.“

1. Linzer M, Manwell LB, Mundt M, et al. Organizational climate, stress, and error in primary care: the MEMO study. In: Henriksen K, Battles JB, Marks ES, et al., editors. Advances in patient safety: from research to implementation (Volume 1: Research Findings). Rockville (MD): Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (US); 
2005 2. Shanafelt TD, Boone S, Tan L, Dyrbye LN, Sotile W, Satele D, et al. Burnout and satisfaction with work-life balance among US physicians relative to the general US population. Arch Intern Med. 2012;172:1377–85. 3. Shanafelt TD, Hasan O, Dyrbye LN, Sinsky C, Satele D, Sloan J, et al. Changes in burnout and satisfaction 
with work-life balance between 2011 and 2014. Mayo Clin Proc. 2015;90:1600–13.4. Physician Burnout. Agency for healthcare research and quality, Rockville, MD. https://www.ahrq.gov/prevention/clinician/ahrq- works/burnout/index.html. Accessed July – September 2020.5. World Health Organization. Burn-out an “occupational 
phenome- non”: International Classifications of Diseases. https://www.who. int/mental_health/evidence/burn-out/en/ 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON FAMILY 

• Healthcare workers constantly struggle with work-life 
balance

• The issue of dual loyalty in caring for their families and 
patients has materialized in an unprecedented way during 
this pandemic

• Enormous stress has been placed on healthcare workers’ 
families1

• Some healthcare workers have chosen to protect their 
families by living apart from them, despite the emotional 
toll of this separation

• Household members of healthcare workers who cared for 
COVID-19 patients were nearly twice as likely to be 
admitted to hospital with COVID- 19 than other working 
age adults 2

1. Mnookin S. I cried in private: the stress of being a doctor and parent working in a COVID-19 unit: Boston Globe Magazine; 2020.
2. Drucker J. Two E.R. workers worry: if they died, who’d take care of their son? New York Times. 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/ 04/20/nyregion/er-workers-hospitals-coronavirus.html Accessed July – September 2020. 
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MORAL INJURY 

Dean and Talbot have redefined burnout as moral injury 1,2 

Burnout is a symptom of a broken healthcare system

In contrast, the concept of moral injury, taken from military 
experience, means an injury caused by being involved in 
actions that transgress our deeply held moral beliefs

1. Talbot SG, Dean W. Physicians aren’t ‘burning out.’ They’re suf- fering from moral injury https://www.statnews.com/2018/07/26. 
2. Dean W, Talbot S, Dean A. Reframing clinician distress: moral injury not burnout. Fed Pract. 2019;36:400–2. 

MORAL INJURY - TWO 
DEFINITIONS 

• From clinical psychologist Brett Litz

• Defines moral injury as a transgression of deeply held moral beliefs – witnessing 
something, being unable to stop something, or participating in something that goes 
against your core values, your moral core

• From clinical psychiatrist Jonathan Shay

• Describes moral injury as a betrayal by a legitimate authority in a high-stakes situation 

• Both apply in the health care context

RACIAL TRAUMA 

• Challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic have been exacerbated by racial trauma1 

• Inequities and health disparities among communities of color 

• Disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on Black, Latino, and Indigenous American 
populations 

• Without national systemic efforts to address the social determinants of health, 
healthcare workers are left without the tools to effectively care for their minority 
patients and vulnerable populations

• An example is having to discharge a patient with instructions to quarantine when 
the patient lives in an overcrowded situation without the ability to isolate

1. Mollica RF, Fernando D. When racial trauma is a chief complaint among health-care staff. Lancet, Correspondence. 2020. This paper explores the racial inequities witnessed in the COVID-19 pandemic, including the racial trauma suffered by health-care staff of color. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

The physical and mental exhaustion associated with these 
challenges cannot be meaningfully captured by the term “burnout” 

With the entire medical profession experiencing collective trauma, 
medicine is at a self- care turning point

Healthcare systems need to move beyond burnout through 
sustainable change targeting the root causes of pandemic distress1

1. Amnesty International, Health workers globally are silenced, ex- posed and attacked, 2020. 

MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES 
FOR PRACTITIONERS

CHANGING THE CONVERSATION 
FROM BURNOUT TO WELLNESS

• Existing literature either does not address physician wellness or 
defines it as a lack of burnout

• Provides ideas for how to fill the gap in the literature  

• Toolbox of practical steps to create a culture that emphasizes 
wellness

Eckleberry-Hunt J, Van Dyke, A, Lick D, et al. Changing the Conversation From Burnout to Wellness: Physician Well-being in Residency Training Programs . J Grad Med Educ. 2009 Dec; 1(2): 225–230
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• Microdoses of Mindfulness: The Power of Awe
• Michael Amster MD
• www.thepowerofawe.com

THE POWER OF AWE

EXTRAORDINARY AWE

ORDINARY AWE

• A pulsating feeling in my body as I chopped a cabbage I had 
grown. My thoughts were of the diversity, colours, rhythms 
and patterns and uniqueness in all of nature and mankind. I 
felt connected to a much bigger picture.

How Science Defines Awe as an Emotion 

• “An emotional experience in which we sense being in the presence of 

something that transcends our normal perception of the world.”

Our Definition of Awe

• Perceptual Vastness

• Cognitive Accommodation
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• Sense of time expands… 

• Greater Patience

• Increased desire to help others 

• Feelings of connectedness

• Improved wellbeing and 
healthier relationships

• Greater joy, contentment, and 
life satisfaction

“Awe-inducing events may be one of the fastest and most powerful methods of personal change and growth.”  
*

Characteristics of Awe

* Keltner, D., & Haidt, J. (2003)).

• Valuing experiences over 
material goods

• Savoring feelings and 
sensations

• Higher level cognitive 
processing: more open 
minded and deeper insights

• Improved immune function 
and decreased inflammation. 

Designed by LuqueStock / Freepik

Physiology 
of AWE

Smiles

Wide eyes

Jaws 
dropping

Raised 
eyebrows

Deep 
inhalations

Physiological 
arousal

Enhanced 
visual 

perception

Goosebumps, 
shivers, chills, 

release of 
energy

Attention: full and undivided attention on things you 
appreciate, value, or find amazing.

Wait: slow down, pause.

E

How to Access Moments of A.W.E. in the Ordinary

You can use the physiology of awe to promote awe:
Smiles * Wide eyes * Jaws dropping * Raised eyebrows * Deep inhalations

xhale +
xpand: amplify whatever sensations you are experiencing.

MENTAL HEALTH TOOLS

• Mindfulness
• MBSR courses (mindfulness-based stress reduction)
• Meditation
• Yoga
• Spending time outdoors
• Sleep
• Healthy diet
• Exercise
• Journaling
• Volunteering
• Limit substances
• Stick to a routine
• Spirituality

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• Achieving better balance between professional and personal priorities boils 
down to a combination of reflexivity (questioning assumptions to increase 
self-awareness) and intentional role redefinition

• Not a one-time fix  

• A cycle that we must engage in continuously as our circumstances and 
priorities evolve

• Cycle is made up of five distinct steps

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• 1. Pause and denormalize

• Take a step back and ask yourself: 

• What is currently causing me stress, unbalance, or dissatisfaction? How 
are these circumstances affecting how I perform and engage with my job? 
How are they impacting my personal life? What am I prioritizing? What am 
I sacrificing? What is getting lost? 

• Only after you take a mental pause and acknowledge these factors can you 
begin to tackle them.



3/14/2024

7

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• 2. Pay attention to your emotions.

• Once you’ve increased your awareness of your current situation, examine 
how that situation makes you feel. 

• Ask yourself, do I feel energized, fulfilled, satisfied? Or do I feel angry, 
resentful, sad?  

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• 3. Reprioritize.

• Increasing your cognitive and emotional awareness gives you the tools you 
need to put things into perspective and determine how your priorities need to 
be adjusted. 

• Ask yourself: What am I willing to sacrifice, and for how long? If I have 
been prioritizing work over family, for example, why do I feel that it is 
important to prioritize my life in this way? Is it really necessary? Is it really 
inevitable? What regrets do I already have, and what will I regret if I 
continue along my current path?

• Our priorities often shift faster than our day-to-day time allocation habits. 

• Those who had a more positive work-life balance intentionally reprioritized 
how they spent their time in a way that lined up with their true priorities.  

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• 4. Consider your alternatives.

• Before jumping into solutions, first reflect on the aspects of your work and 
life that could be different in order to better align with your priorities.

• Are there components of your job that you would like to see changed? How 
much time would you like to spend with your family, or on hobbies?  

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• 5. Implement changes.

• Once you’ve recognized your priorities and carefully considered the options 
that could help you improve, it’s time to take action. 

• “Public” change — something that explicitly shifts your colleagues’ 
expectations

• Ex. taking on a new role that’s designed to be less time-demanding or 
allows for a compressed-week model  

• “Private” change – informally change your work patterns, without 
necessarily attempting to change your colleagues’ expectations.

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• 5. Implement changes continued 

• Both public and private changes can be effective strategies

• As long as they’re implemented in a sustainable manner

• Private change example 

• Self-imposing boundaries (choosing not to work on evenings, weekends 
or during holidays — and sticking to that decision)

• Public change example 

• Rather than simply requesting more time off or more flexible hours, 
securing support from key mentors, partners, and coworkers — or even 
better, formally applying for a new internal position or a flexible working 
scheme — is likely to result in more lasting change

JOURNALING QUESTIONS

• What does work/life balance mean to you?

• What are some signs that your life is in (or out) of balance?

• What are your personal and professional goals for the future? 

• What is the impact on your work/life balance needs?


