
PROVIDER RESILIENCE: HOW 
2020 CHANGED US & 
ESSENTIAL SKILLS GOING 
FORWARD

Ashley Greenwell, PhD

Health Psychologist

Generations: May 3, 2021



• Systems
• 1+ year into COVID, national trends in provider burnout

• Individuals
• The most common individual challenges

• Strategies
• Practical skills

*No disclosures (except I’m tired too)…

Agenda:



• I can’t help but feel that I let the stress run so far out of control that it 
has begun to eat away at me; that I should have asked for help sooner. 
But then, stress can be a shameful thing, a proclamation of my inability 
to cope.  I’m slyly pleased that I have the pain to contend with, rather 
than a nebulous sense of my overwhelm.  It feels more concrete.  I can 
hide behind it and say “See, it’s not that I’m unable to manage my 
workload. I’m legitimately ill.”

• NEJM, 2021 Professor dx’ed with bowel cancer

• Life has been busy and in the general rush of things, vital fragments of 
my identity have been squeezed out.  I have missed them but in a 
shrugging sort of way.  What can you do when you’re already doing 
everything?  The problem with everything though is that it looks an 
awful lot like nothing.  Just one long haze of frantic activity, with all the 
meaning sheared away.  Time has passed so quickly...that I can’t quite 
account for it.  The preceding years are a blur and strangely devoid of 
meaning, except for clawing for a sense of survival.

• Katherine May, Wintering:

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/70486056


Where are you today?



Myth of COVID as THE precipitant



Utah variations by gender, SES & ethnicity

Research & Policy Brief April 6, 2021 | No. 30 The Impact of COVID-
19 on Utah Women and Work: Changes, Burnout, & Hope



2021 Catalyst NEJM COVID Burnout Survey

Bees, J. (2021). Clinician Burnout During a 
Pandemic: Worsening Before It Gets Better. NEJM 
Catalyst Innovations in Care Delivery, 2(2).



Will it get better, 
stay the same or 
worsen in the 
coming 2-3 years?

Same Worse

Projecting Burnout:

Better







Drivers of Burnout



Measures to Reduce Burnout

Productivity metrics pushed 
healthcare from a relationship-
centered profession to an 
efficiency-focused process. 

-Gunderson



N.U.T.S. & TOXIC STRESS

NOVEL UNPREDICTABLE THREAT TO 
SAFETY

(LOW) SENSE OF 
CONTROL

Dr. Sonia Lupien, Centers on Human Stress





Do the solutions match the problems?



Individuals’ 
Perspectives
The nitty gritty of daily experiences



Invalidating messages about
Self-Care & Resilience

• Given the nature of modern human awareness, finding relief from stress 
now constitutes a stressor in and of itself.  The standard prescriptions: 
breathe, exercise, meditate, & RELAX can in and of themselves spark 
more stress (and self-judgement). - Alice Boyes, PhD



Murky boundary 
between a want and a 
need



Passive management isn’t 
working

• Our nervous system is constantly pitched 
into arousal mode. 

• Counterbalancing this with “self-care” is 
time consuming.



Elevated demand for 
gatekeeping

• The energy required to interrupt a task, 
appraise new demand, counter a habit, 
and set a limit is considerable

• Distributive justice for others is a big 
cognitive load

• Alarmist news exposure



The Planning 
Fallacy



Top 
withdrawals & 
deposits

Withdrawals
• Too many emails, texts, people interrupting, phone calls at once 
• Having to stop an important project before I’m done to do 

something less important
• Recalling several forgotten to-do’s and trying to remember them in 

my mind (while my kids are yelling MOM).
• Rude, unreasonable comments from colleagues or patients
• Getting way less work done than I’d planned
• Seeing someone suffering and I can’t meaningfully fix it.

Deposits 

• Seeing I completed my daily to-do list
• Acknowledgement from patients/fellow staff
• Coming home to an organized, clean house
• Something that makes me really laugh
• Walking outdoors and feeling the sun



Key Strategies 
& Skills



• When Overworking
• When Recovering

• Otto, M.C.B., Van Ruysseveldt, J., Hoefsmit, N. et al. Examining the mediating role of resources in the temporal relationship between 
proactive burnout prevention and burnout. BMC Public Health 21, 599 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10670-7

1. Recognize Delayed Feedback Loops

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10670-7


2. Willingness to buck norms, communicate limits 
effectively & risk judgement

Linehan, 2018



3. Health Pillars regarded as non-
negotiable

4. Cultivation of safety 

Bayes, A., Tavella, G., & Parker, G. (2021). The biology of burnout: causes and consequences. The World Journal of 
Biological Psychiatry, (just-accepted), 1-32.

• Efficient down-regulating of 
sympathetic nervous system



5. Motivation is actively governed

• Time Travel
• The prospective, experiencing & retrospective 

YOUs



6.        Conscious, flexible acts (in 
contrast to or alignment your 
physiology, thoughts, emotions and 
urges) 

• Pausing (or not) when flooded 
(STOP skill) 

• Proceeding (or not) when feeling 
guilt or anxiety.

• Ending an experience without re-
analyzing it.

• Moving slowly when your body is 
revved up. 



Resources

Measures:
• Brief Cope Measure
• NASA TLX

• Therapy 
• WPP, LGBT Guild, UPA Directory

• Burnout
• Nagowski, 2019

• Slides: theslrc.com (under news)
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