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- Occupational stress in the healthcare industry 
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- What is Burnout?

- Stress management for healthcare leaders



R. Sagar AIIMS, Delhi

What is Stress ?

Demands   >  Resources

Stress is the emotional and physical response one 

experiences, whenever there is an imbalance 

between demands and resources
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Concept of stress
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Demands   >  Resources

• Like the ‘weight on a bridge’, various sources of 

stress act in a similar manner on our body and mind

•  It may continue ‘bent and strained’  or, after a certain 

threshold, it may ‘break  apart’

http://www.google.co.in/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=r4ix50j42TiOrM&tbnid=37E_92Q4F_SSiM&ved=0CAgQjRw&url=http://www.extravectors.com/extravectors/vectors/Details.aspx?EV=640&ei=nnF8U8y0JtG8ugSUrYDIBA&psig=AFQjCNHZIrchsxiTEItbQrb8GHwWal1kqw&ust=1400750878882591
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Types of Stress

Acute Stress

• Short-lived
• Might interfere with safety

or functioning
• What you feel after a 

critical incident
• Once the situation is 

resolved, it diminishes

Chronic Stress

• Long-term burn out
• Might be the result of 

traumatic or loss events or 
other ongoing stressors

• Feelings may not have 
been dealt with and 
chronic stress remains

• Chronic physical 
conditions linked to stress

Cost/Longevity

• Lowered morale or 
absenteeism/presenteeism

• Increased turnover of 
employees due to burnout

• Increased cost associated 
with hiring and training 
new employees

• Negative impacts to 
patient care
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Since the pandemic…

Healthcare workers reported:

• 93% experiencing stress

• 86% experiencing anxiety

• 76% exhaustion and burnout

• 75% feeling overwhelmed

• 70% trouble sleeping

• 68% physical exhaustion

• 63% work related dread

Psychological Distress and burnout 
among healthcare workers during 
COVID-19 pandemic 

• COVID-19 exacerbated anxiety, depression, 
stress among healthcare workers.

• Gender disparities: Females at higher risk of 
psychological distress.

• Doctors and nurses report higher distress 
levels compared to other health workers.

• Factors contributing to distress: workload, 
lack of resources, societal stigma.

(Menon et al ., 2022, doi:10.1371/journal.pone)
Source :mhanational.org/frontline

https://mhanational.org/covid19/frontline-workers
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Is Stress always Bad?

• Not necessarily !   

• Moderate levels of stress may actually improve the 

performance and efficiency  

• ‘Necessary for survival’    : fight /flight response

• Inverted U-shaped curve 
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• When is stress experienced as bad?

• Why same stressor evoke different reactions in different people ?

• Why different people are affected to a varying degree with same 

stressor?

Among other individual factors, the role of perception is very 

important
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Why Do We "Stress Out"?

• For two major reasons:

▫ We perceive a situation as 
dangerous, difficult, or 
painful. 

▫ We do not believe we have 
the resources to cope. 

Our Perceptions = How Stressed We Feel
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Stress among healthcare workers/leaders
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The Importance of Stress Management for Healthcare 

Leaders

• Healthcare leadership roles are inherently stressful due to high workloads, complex decision-

making, and the responsibility of managing diverse teams. 

• Prolonged exposure to stress can lead to burnout, resulting in emotional exhaustion, reduced 

job satisfaction, and decreased productivity. 

• Leaders experiencing stress may face challenges in maintaining empathy and compassion, 

leading to compromised patient care.
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How occupational stress impacts leadership in the 

healthcare services

• Decision-Making: Occupational stress can impair leaders' ability to make clear and timely decisions, leading to indecision or 

poor choices.

• Communication: Stress may hinder effective communication skills in leaders, resulting in misunderstandings, 

miscommunication, and breakdowns in teamwork.

• Employee Relations: High levels of stress among leaders can negatively impact relationships with team members, causing 

tension, conflict, and decreased morale.

• Strategic Planning: Occupational stress may disrupt leaders' focus on long-term strategic planning, hindering the organization's 

ability to adapt and innovate.

• Workload Management: Stress can make it challenging for leaders to effectively manage their workload, leading to feelings of 

overwhelm, burnout, and decreased productivity.
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Common stressors among medical professionals

Source: (Dr. Josephine, medical bulletin, Hong Kong)
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Stress and burnout among Healthcare Leaders
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Causes of stress

✓Environmental  (physical 

surroundings)

✓Family and relationship 

problems

✓Work-related (e.g 

dissatisfaction, overload)

✓Social stressors (e.g. 

financial constraints)

✓Major Life changes, events 

✓Daily hassles and demands

✓ Uncertainty or worries

✓ Pessimistic attitude

✓ Self-criticism

✓ Unrealistic expectations 
or beliefs

✓ Perfectionism

✓ Low self-esteem

✓ Excessive or unexpressed 
anger

✓ Lack of assertiveness

External Internal
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How to Identify the Symptoms of 

Chronic Stress ?
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Common Symptoms of Stress

Physical 
• Fatigue 

• Exhaustion

• Headache (band-like)

• Body aches, muscle 
ache, stiffness  (esp 
neck, arms, lower back)

• Disturbed sleep
• Nightmares
• Early morning 

awakening 
• Appetite changes,  binge 

eating 

Autonomic 
symptoms

• Dry mouth

• Heart palpitations

• Chest pain

• Abdominal cramps

• Trembling

• Cold extremities, flushing 
or sweating

Social 
symptoms

• Withdrawing from 
others

• Poor interpersonal 
relationship

• Few friends 

• Unable to trust on 
others
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Behavioral 

• Withdrawn from others  or, 
excessive dependency 

• Lack of self-care
• Lack of  initiative, 

procrastination 
• Agitated, on minor issues
• Interpersonal issues or 
• Poor productivity  
• Absenteeism
• Accidents, Errors

Cognitive /thinking

• Memory complaints

• Inability to concentrate 

• Indecisiveness

•  Sense of  ‘cognitive 

slowness’

• ‘Negative’ thoughts

• Cognitive distortions 

• Loss of objectivity

Emotional symptoms

• Tearfulness, or feeling a desire to cry ; 

• Mood swings, irritable; 

• Anger (at self or others); 

• Impatience; 

• Feelings of helplessness and 
inadequacy; 

• Self –critical, pessimistic thoughts

• Feeling different or isolated from 
others; 

• Feeling overwhelmed or unable to cope 
with situations 

• Feeling rushed all the time

• Loss of sense of humor Excessive 
worrying

• Restlessness

• Pacing, fidgeting

• ‘sense of ghabrahat’ 
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Stress Continuum Model

READY
(Green)

REACTING
(Yellow)

INJURED
(Orange)

ILL
(Red)

DEFINITION
•Optimal functioning
•Adaptive growth
•Wellness
FEATURES
•At one’s best
•Well-trained and prepared
•In control
•Physically, mentally and 
spiritually fit
•Mission-focused
•Motivated
•Calm and steady
•Having fun
•Behaving ethically

DEFINITION
•Mild and transient distress or 
impairment
•Always goes away
•Low risk
CAUSES
•Any stressor
FEATURES
•Feeling irritable, anxious or 
down
•Loss of motivation
•Loss of focus
•Difficulty sleeping
•Muscle tension or other physical 
changes
•Not having fun

DEFINITION
•More severe and persistent 
distress or impairment
•Leaves a scar
•Higher risk
CAUSES
•Life threat
•Loss
•Moral injury
•Wear and tear
FEATURES
•Loss of control
•Panic, rage or depression
•No longer feeling like normal self
•Excessive guilt, shame or blame
•Misconduct

DEFINITION
•Clinical mental disorder
•Unhealed stress injury causing 
life impairment
TYPES
•PTSD
•Depression
•Anxiety
•Substance abuse
FEATURES
•Symptoms persist and worsen 
over time
•Severe distress or social or 
occupational impairment
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SIGNS OF STRESS AT WORK PLACE 

• Poor decision-making

• An increase in mistake during 

work

• Inattentive and poor 

concentration

• Increased sickness and absence

• Poor employee/work place 

relations

• Disinterest in  work

• Fatigue
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Indian Journal of Critical Care Medicine, Volume 27 Issue 7 (July 2023) 
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Burn-out

• State of emotional, mental, and 
physical exhaustion caused by 
excessive and prolonged stress. 

• As the stress continues, one 
begins to lose the motivation that 
led to take on a certain role in the 
first place. 

• Commonly seen  among the  
health professionals  or caregivers 
of chronic illnesses 
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Physical and Psychological Illnesses due to Chronic Stress
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Vicious Cycle of Stress
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Stress Management
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What is PFA?

▪ Psychological First Aid (PFA) is 

described as a humane, 

supportive response to a fellow 

human being who is suffering 

and who may need support. 

▪ PFA involves the following 7 

themes:
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Action Principles
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Stress First Aid (SFA)

• A practical, flexible framework that gives guidance on how to quickly assess and 

respond to stress reactions resulting from both personal and work stress.

• A way to preserve well-being, prevent further harm, and promote recovery.

• A practical tool which should be used whenever needed for yourself or your 

peers.

• The primary goals of SFA are to promote: 

 Safety

 Calming

 Connectedness

 Sense of self and collective efficacy

 Sense of hope

(Hobfall, Watson, Bell, et al., 2007). 
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WHO South-East Asia 
Journal of Public Health, 
2022
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Leadership skills important for stress management in 

Healthcare Industry 
Leadership Skill Description

Emotional Intelligence
Ability to understand and manage one's own emotions and 
empathize with others' feelings.

Communication
Effective communication of expectations, support, and 
encouragement, fostering open dialogue.

Supportive Leadership
Providing support, recognition, and empowerment to team 
members, creating a supportive environment.

Delegation
Distributing workload evenly among team members to 
prevent burnout and manage responsibilities.

Problem-Solving
Addressing challenges and conflicts proactively and 
constructively, fostering innovation.

Time Management
Prioritizing tasks, setting realistic goals, and managing 
time effectively to prevent overwhelm.

Conflict Resolution
Resolving conflicts promptly and fairly to maintain a 
harmonious work environment.
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Psychosocial Support in Managing  Stress

• Stress do not mean that you are weak

• Managing your well-being or emotional health during this time is as 

important as managing your physical health

• Basic needs to be taken care and employ helpful coping strategies

• Strategies used in the past to benefit now at times of stress 

• If your stress worsens and you feel overwhelmed, you are not to blame
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Simple Strategies to Overcome Stress

• Acknowledging that one is stressed, 

• Taking care of self

• Distracting oneself through simple chores, routine activities

• Engaging in physical activities, simple exercise

• Viewing stress as a normal and obvious reaction to the 

circumstances

• Communicate with your colleagues

• Be well-informed
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• Understanding your limits in managing the crisis

• Stay connected with family & friends

• Stepping back for a break when needed 

• Engage in hobbies, interests

• Relaxation techniques, breathing exercise, yoga, meditation

• Ask for help/support from peers, colleagues

• Healthy eating habits, sleep hygiene

• Avoid unhealthy methods such as smoking, drinking etc

• Practice your own method to de-stress

• Important role of Team leaders/supervisors
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WHY STRESS MANAGEMENT IS IMPORTANT?

• It can improve your mood

• Boost immune function

• Promote longevity

• Improve work performance

• Increase your stress tolerance level

• Strong your coping skills

• Facilitate interpersonal relationship
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What You Must Have Known By Now

What More??
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3 Types of Stress Management Strategies

Cognitive

Techniques

• Identifying & 
Reframing the 
Cognitive 
distortions

• Positive Self-
Talk

Emotional 

Techniques

• Ventilation/ 
Sharing 
Emotions

• Build up daily 
positive 
emotions

• Relaxation 
Skills

Behavioral 
Techniques 

• Time 
Management

• Organizational 
Skills
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Cognitive Techniques 
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Reframing 

• It is not about 

changing the stress but 

the way you think 

about stress

• In psychology, we call 

them as cognitive 

errors/ cognitive 

distortions
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Thoughts Cognitive Errors Rational Thoughts

I never do anything right Overgeneralization There may be many reasons behind 

my poor performance today. I will 

try better next time

Everyone must be thinking I 

am so bad

Mind Reading Since we cannot read others mind, 

lets not assume what other must be 

thinking

I am a unlucky person Labelling May be things didn’t work out this 

time, but good things have also 

happened to me. I am not that 

unlucky overall

Nothing good can ever 

happen to me

Fortune Teller None knows the future. Then, why 

predict it. Lets focus on what we 

have now. 
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Positive Self-

Talk

• Using positive language 
and statements to 
ourselves. 

• For example, “I can do 
this or understand this” 
or “I’ll try my best”. 
These work best when 
they are realistic and 
tailored to your needs 
and goals. 
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Emotional Techniques
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Emotional Regulation 
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Ventilation

• तकलीफ बाटने से कम होती है...छुपाने से नहीीं !

• Develop a support network (through family members and friends) and 

talk about all your emotions 

• Others emotional support helps us to gain better perspective over the 

stress

• Maintain a journal and express your emotions regularly 
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Build Up Daily Positive Emotions

• Regularly engage in activities that evokes positive emotions in you 

• Keep up your hobbies

• It can be as simple as listening to music, going to a park, drawing or  

playing with your child etc.   

• Find “Your Time” everyday 
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Relaxation training 

• Breathing techniques

▫ Deep Breathing Exercise 

• Progressive Muscle relaxation

▫ Tense and relax you muscle groups one-by-one by which we 

learn to feel the difference between tension and relaxation 

and release muscle tension when we feel it. 

• Use Imagery/ Visualization 

▫ Imagining yourself in a pleasant or a successful situation to 
help reduce stress. 
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Mindfulness
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Mindfulness Meditation
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Behavioral Techniques 
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Time Management

• Effective time management 

 -    keeps us organized

 - helps us manage the daily     
schedules effortlessly

 - reduce the work-related stress 
and hurry

 - frees up personal time /time 
for relaxation etc

Know Your Time-Wasters !!
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Organizational Skills

• It is defined as the ability to 

use your time, energy, 

resources, etc. in an effective 

way so that you achieve the 

things you want to achieve

• Learning to prioritize is the key 
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Other Techniques
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Self-Gratification 

• Many scientific studies have 
shown the importance of realistic 
self reinforcement, meaning to 
recognize the positive in us instead 
of seeing only the negative.

 

• This increases motivation, 
decreases emotional tensions and 
helps us develop a feeling of inner 
security. 
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Assertiveness Skill Training 

Source: Better up.com
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Emotional Intelligence and Resilience Skills 
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Maintain Work-Life Balance

• It is defined as a fine balance maintained 
between work and life such that each 
doesn’t adversely impact the other and you 
can enjoy both

The 1/48 hour rule

• This technique involves taking a break 
from a stressful situation for 1 minute 
every 48 minutes, which can help reduce 
stress levels and improve productivity.
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Pressure Cooker Model (of Stress/Anger/Emotions)

Relaxation?

Exercise?

Sport?

Hot bath?

“They’re trying 

to make me look 

stupid”

“I can’t do this 

anyway, so why 

try?”

Talk things 

through?

Write things 

down? 

Sing?

Joke?

Arguments/ 

relationship 

breakdown

Physical 

Illness

Exams

Poor sleep
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• Medications

• Counselling & psychotherapy

• Yoga/ meditation

Consult a mental health professionals in case of 

high level of distress
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Scenario:

Dr. Sharma is a healthcare leader at a major hospital and also teaches part-time at a medical school. Recently, 

Dr. Sharma has been experiencing high levels of stress due to the increased patient load, administrative duties, 

and teaching responsibilities, especially exacerbated by the ongoing pandemic.

Situation:

Despite Dr. Sharma’s efforts to manage time effectively, the overwhelming responsibilities are taking a toll, 

leading to feelings of burnout, decreased job satisfaction, and strained relationships with colleagues and 

students.

Discussion Questions:

1.Sources of Stress: What are the main stressors affecting Dr.  Sharma ?

2.Immediate Coping Strategies: What immediate steps can Dr.  Sharma take to alleviate stress?

3.Long-Term Solutions: What long-term strategies should Dr.  Sharma implement to manage ongoing stress?

4.Organizational Support: How can the hospital and medical school support Dr.  Sharma in managing stress?

5.Work-Life Balance: What measures can Dr.  Sharma take to improve work-life balance?

CASE VIGNETTE -1
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Questions Answers

Sources of Stress
Increased patient load, Administrative duties, Teaching 

responsibilities, Work-life imbalance

Immediate Coping Strategies Prioritize tasks ,Schedule breaks ,Mindfulness exercises, 

Delegate tasks

Long-Term Solutions Regular exercise, Professional development, Therapy, 

Structured downtime

Organizational Support Flexible scheduling,  Additional admin support, 

Wellness programs, Peer support groups

Work-Life Balance Set boundaries, Hobbies and interests, Quality family 

time, Digital detox
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Dr. Mehta is the Director of Emergency Medicine at a busy urban hospital and also lectures at 

a local medical school. Over the past six months, Dr. Mehta has been feeling increasingly 

stressed due to the constant high pressure in the emergency department, increased 

administrative responsibilities, and the need to prepare for and conduct lectures. The 

continuous demands of his roles are leading to exhaustion and emotional fatigue.

Situation:

Despite being highly organized and dedicated, Dr. Mehta struggles to keep up with the 

demands of his roles. The continuous stress is impacting his mental health, causing irritability 

and a sense of being overwhelmed. He finds it difficult to maintain enthusiasm for teaching 

and patient care.

CASE VIGNETTE -2

Discussion Questions:

1.Sources of Stress: What are the main stressors affecting Dr. Mehta?

2.Immediate Coping Strategies: What immediate steps can Dr. Mehta take to alleviate stress?

3.Long-Term Solutions: What long-term strategies should Dr. Mehta implement to manage ongoing stress?

4.Organizational Support: How can the hospital and medical school support Dr. Mehta in managing stress?

5.Work-Life Balance: What measures can Dr. Mehta take to improve work-life balance?
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Questions Answers

Sources of Stress
High pressure in emergency department, Increased 

administrative responsibilities,  Teaching commitment

Immediate Coping Strategies Time blocking for critical tasks,  Taking short, regular 

breaks, Practicing mindfulness, Delegating tasks where 

possible

Long-Term Solutions Regular physical exercise, Engaging in professional 

development for stress management,  Regular therapy 

sessions, Ensuring scheduled time off

Organizational Support Introducing flexible work schedules , Providing additional 

administrative help , Offering comprehensive wellness 

programs,  Facilitating peer support networks

Work-Life Balance Setting clear boundaries between work and personal time,  

Engaging in hobbies and recreational activities , Prioritizing 

family and social time ,Implementing digital detox practices
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Take Home Message

• Stress management is not just a personal responsibility; it's a critical 

leadership skill in the healthcare profession.

• As leaders, our ability to effectively manage stress sets the tone for our 

teams, impacts patient care, and influences organizational outcomes.

• By prioritizing our own well-being and equipping ourselves with 

practical strategies for stress management, we not only enhance our own 

resilience but also create a culture of health and resilience within our 

teams and organizations. 

• Together, let's embrace stress management as a cornerstone of effective 

leadership, empowering ourselves and our teams to thrive in the face of 

challenges and uncertainty.
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Thank You

rajeshsagar@aiims.edu 

•  “Grant me the courage to change the things I 

can change, the serenity to accept those that I 

cannot change and the wisdom to know the 

difference”
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