
 
 

 
 

 

Before COVID-19, physician well-being had already emerged as one of the most important 

topics in modern medicine. Data from the Intern Health Study have shown that almost 50% of 

physicians experience depression during their intern year. Suicide rates among physicians have 

been rising. It has felt like the system was approaching a breaking point.  

 

And now this. 

However great the challenge has been, it has grown.  

 

Today, we tackle this crisis-within-a-crisis head on. Our last day is all about Physician Wellness.  

 

Rather than offer a large number of self-study resources, we offer a single, brief exercise.  

For those interested, we will also have a live session with Drs. Srijan Sen and Connie Guille, co-

PIs of the Intern Health Study, to discuss physician health in the midst of COVID-19.  

 

We hope this will help us all center ourselves before we return to our clinical settings.  

 

The live session will be held on Tuesday, March 31 at 3:00 pm EDT.  

Please use the following link to join the conversation: https://zoom.us/j/428328626 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

The following excerpt is taken from Intern Year – an educational board game created by the 

NNCI to teach about core concepts relating to physician wellness, burnout, and depression. 

Please read the prompt and then complete the exercise on your own and, if you’re able, discuss it 

with a friend or colleague.   



 

He who has a why can endure almost any how. 

-- Nietchze  

 

Being a physician is intensely challenging. We are pushed to our physical limits through grueling 

work schedules. We are challenged to master both vast amounts of information and complex 

technical skills with life or death consequences. We are exposed to the most intense forms of 

suffering and, rather than turn away, are asked to lean in and connect empathically. And this is 

the best-case scenario. 

In many instances, our systems of care conspire to challenge us even more. We are expected to 

perform beyond our training and beyond our physical capacity. We are asked to address 

problems over which we have no possibility of control. We feel scapegoated by the system when 

things go awry. 

So what is it that impels us forward? In countless settings, having a clear sense of meaning and 

purpose is a core aspect of resilience. In their book, Resilience: The Science of Mastering Life’s 

Greatest Challenges, Southwick & Charney recount numerous compelling stories of how 

individuals have survived trauma through their ability to find or construct meaning. Indeed, this 

is the central tenet of logotherapy, pioneered by Victor Frankl following his experience as a 

prisoner in Auschwitz (and shown to be an effective treatment for PTSD). 

More generally, Amy Wrzesniewski has described the same core principle with respect to how 

individuals relate to their professional lives: is what you do a “job,” a “career,” or a “calling?” 

Those whose work is infused with a clear sense of mission and purpose – i.e. those who view it 

as a “calling” – tend to be more satisfied both with the work they do and also with their lives in 

general. (For a great discussion of this research, check out her fantastic guest spot on the Hidden 

Brain podcast at: https://tinyurl.com/y67vy5x3.) 

 

 

 

Exercise:  

Our relationship to our work (and the events in our lives) is dynamic – the meaning of any 

situation is what we make of it. Moreover, brief interventions can have lasting impacts (for two 

great examples, both relating to countering stereotype threat, check out the references below). 

For the next three minutes, jot down a couple of thoughts or sentences describing either: why 

you became a doctor; or something else in your life that gives you a sense of meaning and 

purpose.  

(Note: We recognize that these are very different prompts. We include both because we believe 

they may serve different functions: reflecting on why you became a doctor may mitigate work-

related burnout; reflecting on other aspects of life that provide meaning and purpose may bolster 

greater overall life satisfaction and wellbeing, leading to a more refreshed mindset as a 

physician. If you have time, you may want to complete both.) 

If you’re able, share your answers with a friend or colleague. 

  



Additional Self-study Resources 

 

Additional materials from Intern Year can be found at: https://www.nncionline.org/internyear/ 

 

If you’re so inspired, you can also check out: Telomeres, Trauma, and Training. This 

commentary offers a powerful glimpse into some of the science behind chronic stress and, 

specifically, how it may impact medical trainees.   
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