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• What leaders do, their organizations do too
• The human and �nancial cost of healthcare professional burnout
• VUCA and sustained engagement
• The SOHL solution to professional burnout

What Leaders Do, Their Organizations Do Too

Organizational behaviors and actions �ow from top levels of management to supervisors and eventually to employees. Followers
mimic, or role-model the behaviors of their superiors.1 Researchers have found that if “you’re a good boss, you probably work for a
good boss.” The most contagious leadership behaviors include: 

• developing self and others
• consideration and cooperation
• decisiveness and results focus2

Research shows that leaders in�uence employee:

• productivity
• innovation and spirit
• creativity
• ethical thinking
• professional and social responsibility

1 Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador. (2009). How does ethical leadership �ow? The test of a trickle-down model. Organizational behavior and human decision processes.
2 Zenger & Folkman. (2016). The Trickle-down e�ect of good (and bad) leadership. Harvard Business Review.   
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Introduction

In this paper, we paint a picture of a future where healthcare leaders, physicians, nurses and other clinicians, and employees are 
energized, involved, and con�dent. These are not only the characteristics of being sustainably engaged, but also the mirror 
opposite of being burned out. In addition to being leader-led, we propose a combination of personal service, continuous self- 
and organizational assessment, adaptive micro-learning, and ongoing measurement as the new prescription to engage the whole 
person, thereby preventing burnout. We present the components of the prescription through the following topics, described below.



Employees’ engagement is driven by their leaders with managers driving up to 70% of variation in employee engagement.3 
Physician executives’ leadership practices impact the well-being and satisfaction of the physicians they manage.4 Authentic
leadership and transparent communication have a positive impact on employee engagement.5  

Moreover, when leaders model sustainable ways of working and encourage employees to do the same, employees are 55% more
engaged, 53% more focused, and more likely to stay with the organization.6 "There is plenty of evidence that well-being is shared
within existing formal and informal networks and that it spreads based on social ties," according to Jim Harter, Ph.D., Gallup's chief
scientist of workplace management and well-being.7 In short, well-being is transmittable and can be directly in�uenced by the
health status of leaders. 
  
Figure 1.  Leadership behaviors are contagious 

3 Gallup (2015) http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/182792/managers-account-variance-employee-engagement.aspx?g_source=link_newsv9&g_campaign=
  item_228305&g_medium=copy
4 Shanafelt,  Gorringe, Menaker, Sotrz, Reeves, Buskirk,wensen, 2015
5 Hendriksen, I. J. M., Snoijer, M., de Kok, B. P. H., van Vilsteren, J., & Hofstetter, H. (2016). E�ectiveness of a Multilevel Workplace Health Promotion Program on Vitality, Health, and
  Work-Related Outcomes. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 58(6), 575–583. http://doi.org/10.1097/JOM.0000000000000747
6 Schwartz, & Porath. (2014).  Why you hate work. New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/01/opinion/sunday/why-you-hate-work.html
7 Gallup (2012)  http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/158732/wellbeing-contagious-better-worse.aspx
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The Human and Financial Cost of Healthcare Professional Burnout 

Burnout has become synonymous with the antithesis of well-being. Burnout is characterized by a persistent, negative, work-related
state of mind in normal individuals resulting in:

•  exhaustion
•  distress 
•  reduced e�ectiveness
•  decreased motivation 
•  dysfunctional attitudes and behaviors at work
  

Developing self
and others

Consideration
and cooperation

Decisiveness and
results focus

Ethical thinking

Productivity
innovation
and spirit

Professional and
social responsibility



Burnout tends to have a tri-dimensional structure including exhaustion, cynicism, and lack of professional self-e�cacy, which shifts
from con�dence in one’s abilities, to assessing one’s work negatively and a loss of competence and performance. Indeed,
professional self-e�cacy, also known as professional con�dence, is a key predictor of burnout.8 

Typical characteristics of burnout include a loss of enthusiasm for work, feelings of cynicism, and a low sense of personal
accomplishment. It is also associated with early retirement, alcohol use, and suicidal ideation.9 Fifty-four percent (54.4%) of
physicians and 43% of nurses have reported symptoms of burnout with highest rates for general and family medicine, ER, and
neurology specialists.10 The cost to recruit and train a replacement for a doctor who leaves because of burnout is an estimated
$800,000 - $1.3 million depending on the specialty (Reuters, 2017). Malpractice costs have also been correlated to burnout
because physicians simply have no energy to engage in disputes. The average breast or colorectal cancer malpractice case can
cost $750,000 to $1 million to settle.11 Stanford health predicts they may lose 60 physicians in two years. The system estimates the
cost of recruitment for each physician varying from $250,000 to $1 million with losses over the two year period ranging from
$15.5 million to $55.5 million.12
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Physician and clinician burnout is a threat to safe, high quality care.13 A survey of 8,000 surgeons published in the Annals of Surgery
found that 9% reported they had made a major medical error in the last three months. Approximately 70% attributed those
perceived errors to personal issues such as fatigue, stress and/or a lapse in judgment.14 Simply stated, burnout puts patients at risk. 
“Burnout decreases productivity and increases errors. It’s a big deal,” said Cleveland Clinic Chief Executive Dr. Toby Cosgrove, one
of 10 U.S. healthcare CEOs who has declared physician burnout a public health crisis.15

In essence, physicians and other clinicians are caught in a quandary between demands of the healthcare system and their deeply
held desire for a meaningful relationship with their patients based on compassion, trust, and mutual respect.16  This means the
causes of clinician burnout can be quite varied and often inter-related.  

   8 Ventura, Salanova, & Llorens. (2015) 
   9 Shanafelt, Boone, & Tan, 2012
10 Dyrbye, L. N., Shanafelt, T. D., Sinsky, C. A., Cipriano, P. F., Bhatt, J. Ommaya, A.,…Meyers, D, 2017
11 Reuters (2017) https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-healthcare-burnout/counting-the-costs-u-s-hospitals-feeling-the-pain-of-physician-burnout-idUSKBN1DL0EX
    Shanafelt et al., 2010 @ https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19934755
12 Berg, S. (2017). At Stanford, physician burnout costs at least $7.75 million a year https://wire.ama-assn.org/life-career/stanford-physician-burnout-costs-least-775-million-year
13 Dyrbye, L. N., Shanafelt, T. D., Sinsky, C. A., Cipriano, P. F., Bhatt, J. Ommaya, A.,…Meyers
14 Shanafelt et al., 2010
15 Reuters, 2017
16 Shin, Gandhi, & Herzig, 2016

54% of physicians
and 43% of nurses
report  symptoms

of burnout

Cost to replace
physicians due to

burnout over a
2-year period:  

$46.4-$75.4
million



Burnout originates from disorders of energy resources metabolism of the whole person: physical, emotional, and mental; and,
speci�cally, in healthcare is linked to: 

•  Lower patient satisfaction and care quality
•  Higher medical error rates and malpractice risk
•  Higher physician and sta� turnover
•  Physician alcohol and drug abuse and addiction
•  Physician suicide

This relationship between cause and e�ect of burnout is demonstrated below. 

Figure 2.  The Cause and E�ect of Healthcare Professional Burnout

* Strategy needs to recognize & address the facts
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VUCA and Sustainable Engagement 

Exacerbating the rise of burnout rates and corresponding human and �nancial costs is the VUCA environment in which healthcare
leaders and their sta� are consistently operating in. VUCA, coined by the US Army War College, de�nes the dynamic nature of our
contemporary business world described by:

•  Volatility:  The nature, speed, volume, magnitude, and dynamics of change
•  Uncertainty:  The lack of predictability of issues and events
•  Complexity:  The confounding of issues and the chaos that surround many orgs
•  Ambiguity:  The haziness of reality and the mixed meanings of conditions

Organizational Strategy

• Little/no encouragement
  from leaders
• Lack of /ine�ective
  communication
• Little or no recognition
• Less than 55 years old
  and/or female*
• Internal medicine,
  emergency, or neurology
  specialists*

Tactical/work�ow Issues

(Driven by Economics)

 • Faulty reimbersement
   system
• EMR and clerical duties
• Increased productivity
  demands
• Excesssive metrics and
  work hours

Predictable Reaction
to the Above

• Moral distress
• Erosion of professionalism
• Home-work con�ict
• Persistent, negative, work-
  related state of mind
• Reactive decision making
• Loss of professional
  e�cacy
• Loss of meaning

Organizational Impact

• Increased sta� turnover
• Loss of customers to
  competitors
• Decreased top and
  bottom line revenue
• Increased malpractice
  costs
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Impact

• Decreased job
  satisfaction
• Decreased physical
   health
• Decreased mental health
• Reactive decision
  making

Customer Impact

• Decreased quality of care
• Decreased satisfaction
• Decreased safety
• Decreased health &
  wellbeing
• Increased costs
• Loss of trust in the
  provider

W
H

Y 
sh

ou
ld

 w
e 

ca
re

?
(Im

pa
ct

 o
f p

hy
si

ci
an

 b
ur

no
ut

)



In this environment, the need to respond with actions that are focused, accurate and �exible become increasingly paramount.17 
To do this means to view VUCA in an opportunistic paradigm in which progress, advancement, and innovation are not only possible
but also highly productive and bene�cial as described below.18 

•  Volatility provides pro�t opportunity through agility
•  Uncertainty o�ers opportunity through information
•  Complexity a�ords signi�cant opportunity through restructuring processes
•  Ambiguity elicits opportunity through intelligent experimentation

VUCA manifests itself in many ways throughout the healthcare industry. One example of that manifestation and a viable response
is illustrated below. 

Figure 3.  Example of VUCA in Healthcare 

If healthcare organizations are to capitalize on VUCA in meaningful ways for all stakeholders,
they must arm healthcare professional across their systems with VUCA-adaptive intrapersonal and interpersonal skills to drive
sustainable engagement. 

But what is sustainable engagement? Sustainable engagement has three core elements:

•  Being engaged: extent of employee’s discretionary e�ort (behavioral, emotional, and physical) committed to achieving work goals
•  Being enabled: An environment that supports productivity in multiple ways
•  Feeling energized: A work experience that promotes well-being19
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17 Horney, Pasmore, & O’Shea, 2010  
18 Bennett & Lemoine, 2014
19 Towers Watson, 2012  

VUCA

Example

Solution:
System-wide

VUCA-Adaptive
Skills Approach

VOLATILTIY

Acute vs. chronic
care needs

System-wide VUCA-
adapative skill training;

start with leadership

UNCERTAINTY

Healthcare policy and
regulatory changes

Organizational values-
driven VUCA-adaptive

skills and resources

COMPLEXITY

Health plan contracts,
coverage and pricing

Increase leverage to
negotiate contracts

through VUCA-adaptive
ROI measured results

AMBIGUITY

Patient preferences/
role in decision making

Structure provider-
patient relationships

through mutaul VUCA-
adaptive skill-building

Respond with:                  RELIABILITY                  TRUSTWORTHINESS              TRANSPARENCY                         CLARITY



Perhaps the most signi�cant characteristic of sustainable engagement is the fact it’s presence has a direct, positive impact and its
absence has a direct negative impact on an organization’s Bottom line. The speci�c, economic impact of sustainable engagement
is illustrated below.

Figure 4. The ROI of Sustainable Engagement20
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While burnout refers to a state of exhaustion and cynicism toward work, engagement is de�ned as a positive motivational state of
vigor, dedication, and absorption. Burnout is more closely related to health outcomes and work engagement is more strongly 
related to motivational outcomes.21 Ultimately, sustainable engagement and burnout focus on the same underlying phenomena:
energy, involvement, and e�cacy.22

20 McLean & Company. (2012). Make the case for employee engagement. Gallup. 2016. http://news.gallup.com/reports/191489/q12-meta-analysis-report-2016.aspx, Towers Watson, 2012  
21 Bakker, Demerouti, & Vergel. (2014). Burnout and work engagement: The JD-R Approach. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior  
22 Taris, Ybema, & van Beek. 2017

Ultimately, sustainable engagement and
burnout focus on the same underlying

phenomena: energy, involvement,
and  professional con�dence. 

Sustainable Engagement Directly Impacts The Bottom Line

Disengaged employees cost - $3.4K for every $10K in annual salary

Engaged employees deliver:
• An increase of 21% in pro�tability
• An increase of 20% in productivity
• An increase of 10% in customer loyalty/engagement
• A 40% reduction in turnover

50% of executives last <18 months after a job change or promotion 
Replacement cost = 213% of their annual salary

1 in 3 new hires will leave in 2 years
Replacement cost =  6 to 9 months’ salary

+$

Disengaged employees cost - $3.4K for every $10K in annual salary-$

-$
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The SOHL Solution

Given the complexities of VUCA and the intrapersonal and interpersonal interdependencies comprising sustainable engagement,
leaders need to innovate at the scale of the whole system to help their employees thrive. As a matter of fact, reducing physician
burnout through organization-directed approaches is more e�ective than individual approaches. In e�ect, burnout is a problem
of the whole healthcare organization, rather than solely with individual professionals.23 Moreover, to mitigate burnout means to
deepen employee engagement. As such, leaders and managers need to use proven analytics to discover where employees' needs 
are unmet across core components of health, and then proactively meet those needs. This means using employee engagement
data to spark meaningful discussions about burnout, establish goals and action items, and promote employee ownership 
and accountability.24 

SOHL’s comprehensive, evidence-based solution enabled by technology and data analytics addresses burnout and disengagement,
working with our clients to realize sustainable organizational health. As illustrated in Figure 6., we begin by addressing the root
cause for burnout as the most e�ect approach for creating and sustaining engagement.  Our evidence-based approach involves
addressing burnout using a whole-person, whole-organization format that relies upon the 7 sources of health, illustrated below:

Figure 5. SOHL Applies the 7 Sources of Health at Every Level 

23 Panagioti, Panagopoulou, Bower, Lewith, Kontopantelis, & Chew-Graham, 2017 
24 Gallup, 2018

Component                    Customer                             Individual                                  Team                                Organization

Why (Purpose)

Body

Mind

Creativity

Emotions

Community

Environment

Values & Vision for Care

Sleep, Eat, Move

Thoughts & Sensations

Peak Experience

Feelings

Relationships

Sensory & Physical
Exposures

Values, Vision &
Mission

Sleep, Eat, Move

Thoughts & Sensations

Peak Experience

Feelings

Relationships

Sensory & Physical
Exposures

Values, Vision &
Mission

Key Metrics

Products & Services

Being in the “Zone”

Team Dynamics

Groups & Committees

Tools & Resources

Values, Vision &
Mission

Income, Pro�t & Loss

Strategy

Innovating

Resilience, Climate,
Communication

Stakeholders

Physical Ecosystem



Is your organization addressing burnout?  If yes, are you addressing the symptoms such as faulty reimbursement systems, EMR and
clerical duties, or excessive metrics collection? While the symptoms need to be alleviated or eliminated, addressing the causes for
these symptoms will create a sustainable solution. Addressing the causes means assessing each of the 7 Sources of Health at both
the individual and the organization level on a continuous basis. Our expert teams and technology provide your organization with:

• Personal, customized services and initial organizational assessments
• Continuous self- and organizational assessment
• Adaptive, customized web-based micro-learning
• Identi�cation and ongoing measurement of key metrics

Our process works as our data shows: 
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Copyright ©2018 by SOHL. Except as may be expressly provided elsewhere in this publication, permission is hereby granted to produce and distribute copies of
individual works from this publication for non-pro�t educational purposes,  provided that the author, source, and copyright notice are included on each copy.
This permission is in addition to rights of reproduction granted under Sections 107, 108, and other provisions of the U.S. Copyright Act and its amendments. 

To learn more, contact us at info@sohl7.com

90%

Would recommend
SOHL to co-workers

90%

Can better cope
with VUCA

Are more engaged Reduction in
healthcare costs

95% 50%


