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Outline

§ What is “wellness”? 
§ What are barr iers to wellness for women physicians?
§ Consequences of “unwellness” in medicine

§ Burnout
§ Work-Life Integration
§ Job Attrition

§ Are there ways to overcome these barr iers?
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Personal Wellness Journey: Intro
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2015

2020

2021



What Didn’t (Can’t) I Show?

Attending Zoom 
meetings while on a 
Mg drip (and getting 

praised for it)

Being hundreds of 
miles from nearest 

family support

Getting asked “you’re 
a new mother, are you 
sure you want to take 
on a big leadership 
position right now?”

Giving up most 
committee roles 

because meetings 
occurred after 6PM

Sharp decline in 
academic productivity Existential Crisis



What is “Wellness?”

§ No one per fect def init ion
§ Of ten conceptualized as overal l  health

o Physical health
o Mental health
o Can add in: financial health, social health, etc

§ I  conceptualize it  as similar to “ l i fe satisfaction”
o Satisfaction with job/career (work)
o Satisfaction with relationships
o Satisfaction with personal and professional growth
o Satisfaction with yourself as a person
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Some other Terminology

§ Wellbeing:  Of ten a synonym for  wel lness

§ Burnout:  Occupat ional  syndrome à chronic  workplace stress not  
successful ly  managed
o Emotional exhaustion
o Depersonalization (increased mental distance from job)
o Reduced professional efficacy

§ Work-Li fe Integrat ion:  How you integrate the work and the non-work 
components of  your  l i fe
o “My work schedule leaves me enough time for my personal/family life”
o Different (although related to) “work-life balance”

§ Mental  Health
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Things that Challenge our Wellness as Women Physicians

§ Bias ( implicit  and expl icit )
§ Slower Career Development
§ Fewer Leadership Oppor tunit ies
§ Lower Pay
§ Unequal Domestic Labor
§ Motherhood Stereotype Threat
§ The “Mental Load” 
§ Sexual Harassment/Assault
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Gender Bias

§ Medical School
o Attending: “Hey girlie, you need to move over so I have room” [then physically picks up medical student and 

places in different location]
o (Male) patient (upon witnessing student walk away from Code): “You’re way too pretty to be getting messed up 

with all that”

§ Residency/Fellowship
o (Male) patient: “Hey, looking good in those scrubs.  Can you turn around and let me get the full view?”
o Patients of both sex: “Hey Nurse! Can you bring me XXXX?”

§ Faculty
o Attending states “Hi, I’m Dr. [last name]  à patient looks at ID badge and says “Hello [first name]” but calls 

remainder of otherwise all-male team “Dr. [last name]”
o (Male) patient: “How much do you weigh?  It can’t be more than 95 pounds.  No seriously, please let me know!”
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Slower Career Development

§ General grants of all  types à women have reduced success 
rates/$$ amount
o Men more likely to apply to NIH (awards higher dollar amounts)
o For K08/K23 awardees moving on to R01s, sex was an independent predictor of R01 attainment (controlling 

for K type, year of award, funding institute, institution, specialty)

§ Reduced Representation
o Journal Editorial Boards
o Speaking Opportunities

§ Lack of Mentorship/Sponsorship
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Amrein et al, Gend Med2011; 8(6): 378-87
Jagsi et al, Ann Intern Med,2009; 151(11): 804-11 
Oliveira et al, JAMA 2019; 321(9): 898-900
Waisbren et al, J Womens Health, 2008; 17(2): 207-14



Gendered Letters of Recommendation

Faculty Appointments
Women commonly referenced to in association with teaching and men with research 
Women described as more communal and less agentic à also evidence that communal 
characteristics may have negative relationship with hiring decisions in academia
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Tris et al, Discourse and Society 2003
Madera et al, J Appl Psychol 2009; 94(6): 1591-99



Lack of Leadership Opportunities
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AAMC, 2018, https://www.aamc.org/sites/default/files/aa-data-reports-state-of-women-executive-summary-2018-2019.jpg

https://www.aamc.org/sites/default/files/aa-data-reports-state-of-women-executive-summary-2018-2019.jpg


Lower Pay

Many studies (mostly in 
academics) show gender pay gap
§ Not fully explained by specialty, 

academic rank, hours worked, 
spousal employment

§ Gap around $20,000-30,000 
depending on study

§ Gap appears to be highest in highest-
paying specialties/highest seniorities
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Ash et al, Ann Intern Med, 2004; 141(3): 205-12
Desai et al, Postgrad Med J, 2016; 92(1092): 571-75
Jagsi et al, Acad Med, 2013; 88(11): 1689-99
Marshall et al, Am J Med 2021; 134(2): 285-91



Unequal Division of Domestic Labor

§ Female sex independently associated with increased work-home conflict 
o Work-home conflict strongly associated with burnout and depression 

§ Women physician-researchers spend 8.5 hours per week more on domestic activities 

§ Women report doing 2 hours of additional work per day after birth of a child (vs men who 
reported additional 40 min)

§ Women also assume responsibilities for elder care in many situations
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Dyrbye et al, J Gen Intern Med, 2014; 29(1): 155-61
Jolly et al, Ann Intern Med, 2014; 160(5): 344-53
Strong et al, J Gen Intern Med, 2013; 28(12): 1596-603
Yank et al, JAMA Intern Med, 2019; 179(4): 571-74
Yavorsky JE et al, J Marriage Fam 2015; 77(3): 662-79



Maternal Discrimination/Stereotype Threat
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Adesoye et al, JAMA Intern Med, 2017; 177(7): 1033-36



The “Mental Load” on Women
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Sexual Harassment and Assault
§ >1000 new faculty report experiences:

o Gender bias: 66% of women, 10% of men 
(p<0.001)

o Sexual harassment: 30% of women, 
4% of men (p<0.001)

o 59% à less confidence in themselves as 
professionals 

o 47% à negatively affected career 
advancement

§ Sexual harassment independently associated 
with lower mental health, job satisfaction, and 
sense of safety at work

§ Sexual harassment strongly predict EE and DP 
elements of burnout

Promoting and Practicing Wellness for Healthcare Providers

Jagsi et al, JAMA, 2016; 315(19): 2120-21
Linos E et al, J Womens Health (Larchmt), 2022; 31(7): 932-40
Mathews et al, Ochsner J, 2019; 19(4): 329-39
Vargas et al, J Womens Health (Larchmt), 2020; 29(1): 13-20





Burnout and Women in Medicine
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Shanafelt et al, Mayo Clin Proc, 2019; 
94(9): 1681-94

West et al, J Intern Med, 2018; 283(6): 
516-29



Poor Work-Life Integration (WLI)
National study of practicing physicians: “My work schedule leaves me enough time for my 
personal/family life”

Recent study of women and men in Private Practice (PP) and Academic Practice (AP)
o Women and men in AP both less likely to report burnout than men in PP (no differences between 

women vs men in PP)

o Women in both AP and PP less likely to be satisfied with WLI than men/women in PP (no 
differences between women vs men in PP)
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Shanafelt et al, Mayo Clin Proc, 2019; 94(9): 1681-94
Marshall et al, Acad Med, 2020, 95(9): 1435-43.



Job Attrition and Reduced Retention

§ Gender parity for medical school matriculants
§ Women physicians more l ikely to par t ial ly/ful ly  exit  work force 
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Frank et al, JAMA Netw Open, 2019; 2(8): e198340





Interventions to Improve Wellness
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SystemicIndividual
§ Early Education
§ Career Development programs
§ Saying “no”
§ Prioritizing passions
§ Sometimes…a job is a job

§ National Initiatives
§ Institutional Initiatives
§ Pay Equity
§ No tolerance for sexual harassment
§ Innovative approaches to work-life 

integration
§ Rethinking promotions and career 

advancement
§ FLEXIBILITY



Early Education
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Women-Specific Career Development Programs
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Saying “No:” Build your Matrix
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Focusing on Passions

“You know that the antidote to 
exhaustion is not necessarily rest? 

The antidote to exhaustion is 
wholeheartedness”

- David Whyte



Sometimes, a job is…a job

“A true vocation calls us out beyond 
ourselves; breaks our heart in the 

process and then humbles, simplifies 
and enlightens us about the hidden, 
core nature of the work that enticed 

us in the first place.” 
- David Whyte



“Fix the System, not the Women”



National Initiatives
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Institutional Awareness
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Haggins, Acad Med, 2020; 95(10): 1507-10

Kang et al, Lancet 2019; 393: 579-86.

• Review “what is seen and 
discussed”

• Training for all faculty and staff
• Create a culture where leaders 

feel personally responsible for 
change

• Create organizational 
accountability for change



Support for Work-Life Integration (WLI)

§ Flexible work schedules and part-time employment

§ Improved family and medical leave
o Few top US medical schools offer the currently recommended 12 weeks of paid family leave
o It’s not just “maternal” leave – it’s “parental” leave!

§ Schedule all work tasks within work hours
o When’s your next Zoom meeting?
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Karakash et al, Clin Obstet Gynecol 2019; 62(3): 455-65

Riano et al, JAMA 2018; 319(6): 611-14



Support for Work-Life Integration (WLI)

§ “Time-Banking” System
o Used at Stanford University School of Medicine
o Physicians accumulate credits for working additional shifts, committee participation, teaching, filling in for colleagues
o Can apply credits toward offloading domestic tasks (meal delivery, house cleaning, dry cleaning) or career support 

(grant writing, manuscript editing, coaching, etc)

§ Strategies to support re-entry after t ime off
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West et al, J Intern Med 2018; 283(6): 516-29
Westring et al, Acad Med 2016; 91(8): 1041-44



Rethink Promotion/Career Advancement

§ View alternative schema as an oppor tunity for innovation

§ Capture excel lence in community involvement and mentorship 

§ Social media as a tool for advancement
o Available 24/7 (can accommodate schedules)
o Specific topic areas (specialty networking, Physician Moms, etc)
o Allows new format for education and communication about research
o Networking à can lead to speaker invitations, mentorship/sponsorship
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Cawcutt et al, J Womens Health 2019; 28(6): 849-62

Haggins, Acad Med, 2020 [Online ahead of print]

Shillcutt et al, N Engl J Med, 2018; 378(24): 2342-45.



Personal Wellness Journey: Follow-Up
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What Didn’t (Can’t) I Show?

Discussion after 
discussion about 
how to balance 
career ambition, 

family

Rejection from job 
applications

Impostor 
Syndrome

Wondering about 
my worth on a daily 

basis
SECOND 

existential crisis
A lot of soul 
searching



Sharing my journey with others
Promoting and Practicing Wellness for Healthcare Providers

Marshall AL, JAMA, 2023 



Conclusions and Take-Home Points

§ Wellness is a very personal topic
o Your definition of it
o Your lived experience of it

§ Signif icant overlap with concept of “balance”
§ Scale may tip dif ferent directions at dif ferent points
§ No one can define wellness for you
§ No one wil l  promote or shape your wellness as well as you
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Questions 
and Discussion
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