




FIGHTING BACK

“To avoid burnout, there needs to be a level of 
competence and dedication throughout all departments 
and accountability and ownership with respect to 
each executive’s job so that the ones who care don’t 
get everything dumped on them while others whistle 
through the day.”



Whether they personally experience feelings 
of burnout or not, we asked this group of 
healthcare executives whether they take steps 
on their own time to reduce or prevent career 
burnout, and if they did, what is their preferred 
method of escape? 

“Spending time with family and friends,” and 
“engaging in a favorite hobby” were the two 
suggestions most often selected by survey 
participants. Alternative options including, 
“stepping away from the screen (i.e. phone, 
laptop)” and “meditate/pray” received nearly 
equal consideration from the respondents. 
Of those who opted to provide a personal 
response, some form of exercise was the most 
common activity mentioned (yoga, walking, 
weightlifting, etc.). Others preferred to spend 
time alone or read. Although one executive 
made an interesting observation: “It’s somewhat 
‘cool’ to work the most, not go on vacation. Our 
team seems pretty good about encouraging PTO. If 
you are taking 3-4 weeks off per year that should 
take care of burnout.”

By contrast, another executive suggests that 
burnout might be prevented by “accepting that 
the job is tough and just getting on with business.”

We also asked these healthcare executives 
what they feel are other contributing factors to 
career burnout and how they might mitigate its 
effects. Fifty-eight participants provided some 
very thought-provoking responses. 
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“Organizations have to start 
measuring burnout rate. 
With the loss of benefits for 
people retiring, many people 
work longer than they should, 
preventing younger people 
from moving up and keeping 
people who are burn(ed) out 
in organizations.”

“I think some of this is 
attributed to the industry 
within which we work. 
Healthcare is not for the 
faint of heart.”

“The biggest cause of my 
current burnout is the result 
of the terrible economic 
conditions that exist within 
my community. The constant 
decrease in reimbursement is 
leaving our mid-sized hospital 
in financial distress and it’s 
been a difficult time.”



CONCLUSION

The healthcare industry landscape is undergoing rapid 
and constant change, as issues of reimbursement, levels 
of care, regulatory compliance and political upheaval 
place an inordinate amount of stress and strain on nearly 
everyone involved from the C-suite and throughout the 
organization. Add this to the stress one might experience 
from sources outside of work, and it is fair to say that 
career burnout is an issue that healthcare organizations 
and their leaders should and could do more to address. 



One executive notes, “I think that burnout has almost become the ‘new norm’ in healthcare because of 
increased financial pressures over the past several years. Many organizations have taken the ‘do more with less’ 
[approach] to the extreme and I think talented leaders are leaving healthcare because of it.” 

Although burnout is a topic of concern in healthcare, some executives are optimistic that its impact 
can be managed through outreach and communication. “[It is] important to create new forums for social 
support and to ask staff what they perceive is needed for improvement,” notes one respondent. Identifying 
the issue is the first step and action should swiftly follow as another executive states, “[Organizations 
should] openly address the topic and encourage proactive conversation before it becomes unsalvageable.”
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Additional Resources

Executives facing high levels of on-the-job stress and pressure are susceptible to the physical, 
emotional and mental toll that accompanies career burnout. While programs provided by 
employers may offer some relief and efforts by individuals to “unplug” or distress through 
other means may help stem burnout, it is important to know that additional help is available. 
Shown below is just a small sample of resources one might refer to for more information about 
this important subject.  

■■ At Mayo Clinic, Researchers Burrow Into Burnout, U.S. News & World Report, 2016

■■ Burnout Among Health Care Professionals: A Call to Explore and Address This Under-
recognized Threat to Safe, High-Quality Care, National Academy of Medicine, 2017

■■ Executive Leadership and Physician Well-being: Nine Organizational Strategies to Promote 
Engagement and Reduce Burnout

■■ Controlled Interventions to Reduce Burnout in Physicians, JAMA Internal Medicine, 2017

Methodology and Demographics

In the summer of 2018, WittKieffer conducted an online survey of more than 9,000 healthcare C-suite 
executives employed across the complete spectrum of the industry. The survey asked questions about 
organizational and career experiences, personal life, and if or how burnout impacts these areas. A total 
of 343 healthcare executives, including 134 CEOs, completed the survey. This report presents data 
accumulated from that survey. The results, while a relatively small sample size, represent a detailed and 
helpful look at one of the issues affecting executive leadership throughout the healthcare industry.

https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2016-09-08/at-mayo-clinic-researchers-burrow-into-burnout
https://nam.edu/burnout-among-health-care-professionals-a-call-to-explore-and-address-this-underrecognized-threat-to-safe-high-quality-care/
https://nam.edu/burnout-among-health-care-professionals-a-call-to-explore-and-address-this-underrecognized-threat-to-safe-high-quality-care/
https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/article/S0025-6196(16)30625-5/fulltext
https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/article/S0025-6196(16)30625-5/fulltext
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/2588814?utm_campaign=articlePDF&utm_medium=articlePDFlink&utm_source=articlePDF&utm_content=jamainternmed.2016.7674


CONCLUSION
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