
Coping Strategies for Job Stress –
Exploring Which Ones Work

Jane B Lemaire MD and Jean E Wallace PhD

55th Annual Scientific Assembly
Alberta College of Family Physicians

Rimrock Resort Hotel, Banff, Alberta
Friday  February 26th, 2010



Conflict of interest disclosure: None



Learner Outcomes

• Identify various types of coping strategies
R i  ff i  i  i• Recognize effective coping strategies

• Incorporate effective coping strategies into 
your life



Defining wellness…

“Wellness goes beyond 
merely the absence of 
distress and includes distress and includes 
being challenged, 
thriving, and achieving g, g
success in various 
aspects of personal and 
professional life” professional life  
(Shanafelt et al., 2003).

Wallace JE, Lemaire JB, Ghali WA.  Physician Wellness:  A 
Missing Quality Indicator. Lancet. 2009;374:1714-1721.  



Physician wellnessy

• Risk of physician ill health
▫ Heavy workload▫ Heavy workload
▫ Long work hours and on call hours
▫ Emotionally charged situationsEmotionally charged situations
▫ Excessive cognitive demands
▫ Structural and organizational changes to practice 

Wallace JE  Lemaire JB  Ghali WA   Physician Wellness:  A Missing Quality Wallace JE, Lemaire JB, Ghali WA.  Physician Wellness:  A Missing Quality 

Indicator. Lancet. 2009;374:1714-1721.  



Physician wellnessy
• Long work hours associated with
▫ Personal harmPersonal harm

Needle sticks
Motor vehicle collisions or near misses on the drive 
hhome

▫ Poor professional outcomes
Failures of attentionFailures of attention
More errors

Wallace JE, Lemaire JB, Ghali WA.  Physician Wellness:  A Missing 
Quality Indicator. Lancet. 2009;374:1714-1721.  



Physician wellness

• Suboptimum attention to self-wellness by physicians as 
a result of:
▫ Individual factors▫ Individual factors

Indifference to personal wellness
Neglect of self-care
Coping by denial and avoidance Coping by denial and avoidance 
Conspiracy of silence

▫ Profession factors 
Culture and stigma that support indifference and neglect to Culture and stigma that support indifference and neglect to 
personal wellness

▫ Workplace factors
Inadequate resources to be wellq

Wallace JE, Lemaire JB, Ghali WA.  Physician Wellness:  A Missing Quality Indicator.  Lancet. 
2009;374:1714-1721.  



Physician wellnessy
• Unwell physicians negatively affect health care 

systemssystems
▫ Job and career turnover
▫ Burnout (reduced productivity and efficiency, 

d i    d d i  i h ordering unnecessary tests, reduced time with 
patients)

▫ Patient safety and medical errorsy
▫ Job satisfaction (better patient adherence)

Wallace JE  Lemaire JB  Ghali WA   Physician Wellness:  A Missing Quality Wallace JE, Lemaire JB, Ghali WA.  Physician Wellness:  A Missing Quality 
Indicator. Lancet. 2009;374:1714-1721.  



Coping with stress:  DEFINITIONp g



COPING:  Complex, multifacetedp

• A wide range of 
cognitive and cognitive and 
behavioral strategies 
that individuals may that individuals may 
use in avoiding, 
evaluating or altering 
stressful situations or 
easing their 

d i bl  ff t  undesirable effects 



COPING:  Complex, multifacetedp

• Active or passive Active or passive 
attempts to respond 
to a situation or 
threat with the goal of 
removing the threat 

 d i  ti l or reducing emotional 
discomfort 



How do you cope with work stress ...

At work? Away from work?



Types of coping strategies



Problem focused or active coping
d h f l h l• Used when we feel we can have some control 

over the situation
Aimed at eliminating or altering the source of • Aimed at eliminating or altering the source of 
stress



Emotion focused
• Used when source of stress is beyond our control
• Aimed at reducing or managing the emotional • Aimed at reducing or managing the emotional 

distress or psychosomatic symptoms 



Seeking supportg pp



Types of supportyp pp

• Emotional support
I f ti l t• Informational support

• Instrumental support



Maladaptive coping strategies

• Substance abuse (alcohol, 
drugs)drugs)

• Fail to seek help from others
• Deny or avoid the problem Deny or avoid the problem 

or the feelings of stress
• Keep busy on other tasksp y
• Distraction
• Disengage from the situation



Review your coping strategies y p g g
and categorize them…

Problem focused or active
Emotion focused
Support seeking
MaladaptiveMaladaptive



How docs cope

• Problem solvingg
• Seeking social support
• Not blaming oneselfg
• Wishful thinking
• Avoidance/denial



How residents copep

• Tackle the problem
Ask for help• Ask for help

• Rationalize the event
• Fail to cope• Fail to cope
• Dismiss the event



Determinants of Physician Well Being 

All physicians within the 

Determinants of Physician Well Being 

p y
Calgary Health Region 

Stage One:
Prepared by

Jean E. Wallace

Jane Lemaire

Alyssa Jovanovic

Stage One:
• Physician interviews (N=42)
• Physician job observations (N=44)
• Spouse interviews (N=32)Spouse interviews (N=32)

Stage Two:
• Survey to all physicians in the CHR Survey to all physicians in the CHR 
• Received 1178 surveys (40% RR)

Jean E Wallace, Jane Lemaire, William Ghali, 

Prepared for the Alberta Heritage Foundation for Medical Research 

and the Calgary Health Region

Dave Megran, Todd Watkins, Maeve Obeirne, 
Alyssa Borkosky





Coping strategies: 
Major themes extracted from the interviews (n=42)

Coping strategies while at work Coping strategies outside of work

Deal with stress/work through it Exercise

Talk with co-workers Have some quiet timeq

Take a time out Talk with spouse

Use humor Spend time with familyUse humor Spend time with family

Ignore or deny the stress Leave work at work



Frequency of use of physician 
coping strategies at work (n=1151) 
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Physician coping strategies at work and Physician coping strategies at work and 
how they relate to burnout (n=1151)*

Effective coping strategies that 
significantly reduce burnout

Harmful coping strategies that 
significantly increase burnout

Take a time out (r = -.18) Keep stress to myself (r = .23)

Use humor to lighten the situation (r = -.11) Concentrate on what to do next (r = .07)g ( ) ( 7)

Talk it over with colleagues (r= -.11) Go on as if nothing happened (r = .07)

Make a plan of action (r = -.10)

* All zero-order correlations are statistically significant (p<.05)



Frequency of use of physician Frequency of use of physician 
coping strategies outside of work (n=1151) 
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Physician coping strategies outside of work and Physician coping strategies outside of work and 
how they relate to burnout (n=1151)*

Effective coping strategies that 
significantly reduce burnout

Harmful coping strategies that 
significantly increase burnout

Set aside quiet time outside of work (r = -.22)

Find time to exercise (r = -.21)

Spend time with family outside of work (r = -.19)

L  k t k (   1 )Leave work at work (r = -.17)

Talk about stress with spouse (r  = -.06)

* All zero-order correlations are statistically significant (p<.05)



For physiciansp y

• Taking a time out won’t help with an 
overwhelming workloadoverwhelming workload...

• …it may help when they encounter difficult 
interpersonal interactionsp



For physiciansp y

• Behavioral disengagement (e.g., giving up, 
admitting defeat) may not be usefuladmitting defeat) may not be useful…

• but mental disengagement (e g  turning to • …but mental disengagement (e.g., turning to 
other activities to take your mind off things) may 
be an effective short term responsep



For physiciansp y

• Active problem solving may not always help 
reduce feelings of burnoutreduce feelings of burnout...

• especially when the stressors reflect • …especially when the stressors reflect 
unalterable circumstances 

• …emotion focused coping may then be more 
beneficial



For physiciansp y

• Active problem solving may be ineffective or 
harmful when involving prolonged or substantial harmful when involving prolonged or substantial 
effort…

• …may result in a cumulative fatigue effect 
(depletes energy supply)( p gy pp y)



For physiciansp y

• One third regularly use “seeking support” 
strategiesstrategies…

• almost one half regularly keep stress to • …almost one half regularly keep stress to 
themselves



Summaryy

• There are various types of coping strategies
Some are more effective than others in helping • Some are more effective than others in helping 
to reduce stress and feelings of burnout

• Most of the effective ones are easy to incorporate • Most of the effective ones are easy to incorporate 
into our workday



Summary
• Physician wellness is important!Physician wellness is important!
▫ Fundamental for doctors, vital for patients

• Physicians do have stressful jobs!y j
• Effective coping strategies help us deal with 

stress!


