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“It’s better to burn out than it is to rust.”
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Disclosure

• Relevant Financial Relationships: None

• Off Label Usage: None

• Hospitalist carries less than $20 cash.
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Objectives

• Differentiate burnout from stress and depression

• Describe the prevalence of and risks for NPPA burnout

• Outline steps workplaces can take to mitigate burnout
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What it is 

(and isn’t)
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We’re just beginning to learn 

the extent of NPPA burnout.



©2018 MFMER  |  3785589-9

The solutions to 

burnout are neither 

simple nor easy.
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man•splain (transitive verb \ˈman-splān\)
The tendency of some men to mistakenly believe that they 
automatically know more about any given topic than does a woman 
and who, consequently, proceed to explain to her- correctly or not-
things that she already knows.

Source: Urban Dictionary
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doc•splain (transitive verb\ˈdok-splān\)
The tendency of some physicians to mistakenly believe that they 
automatically know more about any given topic than does an NP or 
PA and who, consequently, proceed to explain to him or her-
correctly or not- things that s/he already knows.

Source: Stuff I just made up
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What it is 

(and isn’t)
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What is burnout?

Defined by Maslach as “a syndrome of emotional 
exhaustion and cynicism” among those who work 

with people.



Roots of burnout

1960
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Roots of burnout

• First applied to health care in 1974

• Free clinic setting adds classic early-’70’s vibe.
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Roots of burnout

Maslach describes it with more

specificity (and more expletives) in

1976.
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Roots of burnout

1981: The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)



Emotional exhaustion

• “I feel used up at the end of the 
workday.”

• “Working with people directly 
puts too much stress on me.”



Depersonalization

• “I feel I treat some 
recipients as if they 
were impersonal 
‘objects.’”

• “I don’t really care what 
happens to some 
recipients.”



Personal
accomplishment

• “I feel I’m positively 
influencing other people’s 
lives through my work.”

• “I have accomplished many 
worthwhile things in this job.”
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Roots of burnout

Mayo Clinic takes on the burnout “fad”:

• “Perhaps there is a specific burnout syndrome, but I 
suspect that burnout is a catchword of the 1970s and 
1980s…”
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So what is it then?

A syndrome with etymological roots at the interface of 
architecture and leprosy…

…and historical roots in free drug clinics and Berkeley social 
workers…

…that is now one of the hottest topics in health care since 
penicillin:
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Burn-out bei Ärzten

Interview mit Dr. Thomas Bergner

R e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  j o b

b u r n o u t  a n d  o c c u p a t i o n a l

s t r e s s a m o n g  d o c t o r s  i n

C h i n a

Facteurs associe´ s au burnout chez les 

soignants en oncohe´matologie

Prevalencia del “síndrome

de quemarse por el trabajo”

(burnout) en pediatras de

hospitales generales



What it is not: 
job satisfaction

1993 survey of head and 
neck surgeons:

• 97% liked their work.

• 34% self-identified as 
burned out.
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What it is not:
stress

The data are clear: a job need not be

unduly stressful to cause burnout, and a

stressful job need not burn one out.

“Trees have stress.”

-Psychiatry resident (1996)
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Why weren’t we talking about this until 1974?

• Could there be a generational component?



About the 40/40 Club:

“Hell, if they’d had that when I was 
playing, we’d have all done it.”

-Mickey Mantle



©2018 MFMER  |  3785589-28

Why weren’t we talking about this until 1974?

• Could there be a generational component?

• Or is this more like PTSD…always there, but not (until 
recently) named and studied?



Evidence of the latter:
Sir William Osler



Evidence of the latter:
Sir William Osler

“As you may imagine I was 
not a little disappointed at 
the blighting of my 
prospects as an 
ophthalmic surgeon, but I 
accept the inevitable with 
a good grace.”

1872, age 23



Evidence of the latter:
Sir William Osler

“Year by year I am 
becoming tied & bound 
by the chains of my 
Profession.”

1878, age 29



Evidence of the latter:
Sir William Osler

“The racket of my 
present life is too much 
for me.  I am going 
down hill physically & 
mentally.”

1904, age 55



“Nothing to do to save his life,
Call his wife in.

Nothing to say but, ‘What a day.
How’s your boy been?’”
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We’re just beginning to learn 

the extent of NPPA burnout.
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Groups whose burnout rates I could describe 
to you in exhaustive detail:

• Occupational therapists

• Clinical geneticists

• Podiatrists

• Athletic trainers

• Veterinarians

• Chiropractors

 Nurses

 Oncology nurses

 Oncology nurse managers

 Dentists

 Finnish dentists

 Left-handed Finnish dentists (OK, 
not that one)
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 Administered the MBI to 177 (44.6%) of 397 ED P.A.’s

 28.1% self-identified as burned out.

 59% moderate or high emotional exhaustion and 66% 
moderate or high depersonalization

⚫ But still lower than their physician colleagues!

 Slightly higher personal accomplishment, too



©2018 MFMER  |  3785589-38

Factors contributing to burnout

• Insomnia

• Alcohol

• Recreational drugs

• Dissatisfaction with supervising physicians

• “EMPAs who work for more than one physician find 
adapting to the work characteristics of each physician 
stressful.”
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Factors preventing burnout

• Autonomy

• Teaching responsibilities

• Administrative responsibilities
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• 976 NPs & 600 PAs

• 50.5% endorsed feeling burnt out.

• 26.4% feel they’ve been hardened emotionally.
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Source: 2018 AAPA Salary Survey
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• Highest in Emergency Medicine 
(OR = 2.73 relative to primary 
care)

• Non-significant trend towards 
higher rate in women (OR = 1.21)

• Lower in PAs with children (OR = 
0.38)

NPs

32.3%

18.0%

36.6%

9.9%
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I would feel safe being treated at Mayo Clinic as a patient.

I feel burned out from my work.

I am satisfied with my involvement in decisions that affect my work.

I am proud to work at Mayo Clinic.

Mayo’s NP/PA data

93%

89%

I would feel a strong sense of ownership and responsibility for the success 

of Mayo Clinic.
89%

46%

46%
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The solutions to 

burnout are neither 

simple nor easy.



Osler’s solution

“While medicine is to be your vocation or calling, see to it that you have also 
an avocation, some intellectual pastime, which may serve to keep you in 

touch with the world of art, of science or of letters…no matter what it is, 
have some outside hobby.”



http://www.nursetogether.com/10-tips-for-nurse-practitioners-to-avoid-burnout



http://www.nursetogether.com/10-tips-for-nurse-practitioners-to-avoid-burnout
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 Primary care group in Portland

 25 physicians and 1 N.P.

 Dissolution of multispecialty group

Interventions based on three themes:

 Control (flexible scheduling, adjusting case mix to provide 

interest)

 Order (hospitalist program, EMR)

 Meaning (group meetings more clinical, bereavement pauses)
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• 70 primary care physicians in Rochester, NY

• CME course involving “mindfulness meditation, self-awareness exercises, 
narratives about meaningful clinical experiences, appreciative interviews, 
didactic material and discussion.”

• 7-hour retreat, then 2½ hours/wk x 8 weeks, then 2½ hours/mo x 10 months! 
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The thing is…

• 871 invited, 70 participated

• Hawthorne effect?
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• Career development conversations

• Personal empowerment

• Encouraging ideas for improvement

• Recognition
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• Organization-directed interventions had more (and longer) effect 
that individual-directed ones.
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Organization-directed

• Shorter or different shifts

• Protected time for participation in 
small-group learning, reflection, 
shared meals

Individual-directed

• Mindfulness-based stress reduction

• Meditation

• Communication skills training
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Caveats about burnout intervention research

• Selection bias

• Hawthorne effect

• Correlation ≠ causation
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Burnout intervention summary

• The magazine approach doesn’t help.

• The things that work are intense and long-term, not brief and cosmetic.

• Leadership matters, both in terms of awareness of the problem and creating 
a culture that makes it safe to talk about.

• Changing the work environment seems to matter more than adding new 
skills to the same work environment.

• Themes emerge…
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Burnout intervention summary

• The magazine approach doesn’t help.
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Balance



Control



Meaning





Self-Care Tips to Prevent Burnout
• Take care of you. It will relieve some of your stress and allow you to take better care of others. 

• Treat yourself with the same care you give to your patients. 

• Allow yourself to say no. Offer alternatives or even avoid situations if you feel unable to say no. 

• Develop a routine to help ease the transition from work to home. (Do not use alcohol to unwind.) 

• Do not expect all your feelings of self-esteem to come from your profession. 

• Develop outside interests that have nothing to do with helping others. 

• Avoid over-identification with patients. 

• Recognize and accept your own feelings. 

• Practice stress-reduction techniques (exercise, relaxation, meditation, distraction). 

• Plan for regular breaks, conferences and vacations. 

• Know when to say "enough." If necessary, change to another practice environment. 

Source: http://nurse-practitioners-and-physician-assistants.advanceweb.com/Article/Beating-Burnout.aspx

http://nurse-practitioners-and-physician-assistants.advanceweb.com/Article/Beating-Burnout.aspx
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Take home points

• There is no one who takes care of people who is not at risk 
of burning out.

• Although NPPA burnout has been understudied and 
underreported relative to every other medical practice, what 
data do exist are very concerning.

• There are ways to reduce the risk of burnout.
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The final words on burnout…

“When something bad happens to my patient and my first 
thought is, ‘How could this happen to me?’ instead of, ‘How 
could this happen to my patient?’, I know I’m burning out.”

• -Ken Mishark, M.D.



“People are crazy and times are strange.

I’m locked in tight. I’m out of range.

I used to care, but things have changed.”

http://captainsdead.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/bob-dylan.jpg
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