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When You’re the Patient

Coping with 
Stress and Burnout
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Physician health and well-being is becoming an
area of major interest and research.  Stress is a

normal part of our profession. Most of the time,
caring for others is enriching and motivating.
However, it can turn into distress. In our current
ailing health-care system, physicians face harsh
realities and worsening work conditions.
Continuing stresses and uncertainties force physi-
cians to work harder and put in longer hours.
Physicians are feeling low job satisfaction, and the
recent Canadian Medical Association Physician
Resource Survey (June 2003) showed that 45.7%
of Canadian physicians felt they were in an
advanced stage of burnout.

What makes physicians more 
vulnerable to stress?

There are many factors that contribute to stressful
situations for physicians.

Biologic 
The lifestyle factors of medicine—lack of enough
sleep, poor eating habits, lack of regular exercise—
prevent proper self-care. 

A positive family history of psychiatric ill-
ness may make it more likely that we will have
difficulty coping with stress. Overuse of drugs
and alcohol to manage our stress leads to a

Peter’s case
Peter, 42, is a 
well-liked and
respected colleague
in your department.
Lately, he seems to
be more cynical and
sarcastic, 
complaining openly
about how things are
done. He seems
moody, irritable, and
easily angered in 
situations. 

He is negative about work, patients, and staff. In
the past few weeks, he has been coming into
work late, and seems a bit disheveled. He tells
you that he is having trouble sleeping. He has not
shown up at the cafeteria, for rounds, or at
departmental meetings for the past two months,
and eats his lunch alone in his office. You even
heard him shout at his wife in the parking lot one
day.

How can Peter help himself?



more serious problem than experienced in the
general population. Physicians have access to
more serious drugs and higher incomes to sup-
port such behaviour. A personal history of psy-
chiatric illness makes dealing with the inherent
stress of medicine more difficult. The most
common illnesses in the outpatient psychiatric
setting are depression and anxiety disorders.

Psychologic
As physicians, we have common personality
traits. We all want to work harder and longer for
the benefit of our patients and that takes time
and energy. For this reason, we are more sus-
ceptible to stress (Table 1).

Social 
The very culture of medicine makes it hard to
acknowledge when we need help. We are
encouraged to be tough, cope through any crisis,
and distance ourselves from pain and suffering.

Seeking help is seen to be an admission of
weakness and failure. We see ourselves as care-
givers, not caretakers. 

Social stresses can be in any of the following
four areas:
1. Work-related
2. Household activities 
3. Dealing with the people in our lives
4. Personal needs

Regardless of the source of stress, it always
comes down to one main thing—a feeling of
lack of control, and a lack of choice. 

What is the primary solution to
stress?

We need to challenge the perception that we
have no control. We can only control our-
selves—our thoughts, feelings, expectations,
hopes, wishes, beliefs, strengths, and weakness-
es. We should identify what we cannot control,
and learn to deal with it productively. 

It is also important to watch out for signs of
stress in ourselves and in each other, so we can
catch it at an earlier stage (Table 2).
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Table 1

Stress-causing personality traits of
physicians

• Conscientious, diligent, perfectionist, 
obsessive traits

• Need to please people, yet unable to accept
praise or compliments

• Excessive sense of responsibility; a feeling of
marked guilt if this perceived expectation is
not met

• Insecurity; we work harder to measure up

• Need to control and be in control

• Ability to delay gratification; we put off doing
things that are good for us



What is burnout and how can I
recognize it?

Burnout is not a psychiatric diagnosis, but
rather, a description of when we are feeling
chronic overstress. Burnout has three stages:
1. Emotional exhaustion: We manage to get

through our work day, but have no energy
left at the end of it. We find doing anything
else too tiring, are easily irritated, and feel
negative. 

2. Depersonalization: We find being with
other people too difficult, so we withdraw.
We get increasingly isolated at work and at
home.

3. Sense of reduced personal accomplish-

ment: We feel low job satisfaction, lack of
reward or recognition, little motivation, and
may consider leaving our job or medicine
entirely.

What are the steps to better 
balance?

Achieving a healthy balance in our work and
home lives is a key factor in managing our
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Table 2

Warning signs of stress

1. Increase in physical problems and illnesses

2. More problems in relationships, at home and
at work

3. Increase in negative thoughts and feelings

4. Significant increase in bad habits to manage
stress

5. Exhaustion

Table 3

How do deal with stess

Take care of yourself 

• Eat properly, get enough sleep, exercise 
regularly

Get your own family doctor

Improve time-management skills

• Stay on top of paperwork, so as to be more
efficient

Set priorities

• Include yourself and your family at the top of
your list of priorities, not just work-related
activities

• Make time for supportive family and friends

Anticipate and prepare for situations

• Remain in control at home and at work

Learn to say “no”

• Assert yourself by setting and maintaining 
limits

Take regular breaks and holidays

Laugh more often

• Be around people who make you laugh

Learn to relax 

• Use techniques like meditation, visual
imagery, spiritual relaxation, and practise
them daily

Let go of the need to be perfect

• Set more realistic expectations

Learn to waste time

• Know that you don’t have to be productive all
the time

Manage money better

• Live within your means

Acknowledge guilt 

• Realize that you are feeling guilty when you
think of doing things for yourself, so that you
can go ahead and do these things
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stress. It involves assessing all we do, and decid-
ing what we like and don’t like. Out of all the
things we like to do, we must choose to do only
some of these, so as not to overexert ourselves. 

There are many things we can do to remain
healthy and prevent distress (Table 3).

References available—contact The Canadian

Journal of Diagnosis at diagnosis@sta.ca.

What is important to realize?

• Stress is inherent in medicine.
• Physicians are human, and vulnerable to

stress.
• Balancing our work and home lives is

about making choices.
• Take care of yourself first.
• Self-care is not selfish; it is a key 

investment in the rest of your life’s 
responsibilities.

• It is not failure to reach out for help; 
failure would be not reaching out when
you need it.

Take-home 
message

Surf your way to...

1. Stress and Burnout:
www.stressdoc.com

2. National Occupational Health & Safety
Commission:
www.nohsc.gov.au

3. CMA Centre for Physician Health and Well-being:
www.cma.ca

www.stacommunications.com
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