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Disclosures and Conflict of Interest

I am not a Mental Health Professional

I have experienced burnout, emotional 
trauma and moral injury
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Objectives

Define burnout, emotional trauma and moral injury
 through stories and examples

Discuss a matrix of institutional and individual 
challenges and opportunities

Review effective exercises to improve resilience
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Burnout

“Syndrome of physical and emotional exhaustion, involving the
 development of negative self concept, negative job attitudes 
and loss of concern and feelings for clients”

Ayala Pines, PhD
Christina Maslach, PhD
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Burnout

Is diagnosing burnout in health care professionals helpful?OHSU 
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What Does You Inner Critic Say?

Not Kenough!
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Original Burnout Study

76 Staff Members in mental health facilities 
in the San Francisco area
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Patient to staff 
ratio

How sick 
patients are

Time in direct 
patient contact

Work 
relationships 

(fewer patients = 
better)

Work schedule Work sharing Administrative 
time

Breaks from 
direct patient 

care

Institutional Variables Contributed to Burnout
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Burnout? 
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Are we doing/feeling better compared to 48 

years ago when burnout was first described?OHSU 
CPD
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Then what do we call it?

Moral injury

Emotional traumaOHSU 
CPD



Holger Link, MD ©

Emotional Trauma

Adverse Childhood Events (ACEs)

Dr. Link
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Adverse Childhood Events
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https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/72/wr/mm7226a2.htm?s_
cid=mm7226a2_w
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Health Care professionals frequently experience and 
witness suffering and trauma

AAEE

Adverse Adult 
Emotional Event

Emotional Trauma
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Coping with difficult emotions

Another
Way?

Intellectualization

Compartmentalization

Withdrawal

Reliance others
Another

Way?
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What is emotional trauma?
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What is emotional trauma?

Source: Phoenix Society For Burn Survivors Website

“Simply put, when a person experiences something traumatic, adrenalin
and other neurotransmitters rush to the brain to print a picture there. 

The traumatic memory loops in the emotional side of the brain, disconnecting
it from the part of the brain that conducts reasoning and cognitive processing.

The reasonable part of the brain is unable to help the emotionally loaded part of 
the brain get away from  the trauma”
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You can’t think your way out of emotional trauma

Webb, N. B. (Ed.). (2005). Working with traumatized youth in child welfare. Guilford Publications
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Moral Injury

Clin Psychol Rev 2009; 29: 695–706

Fed Pract 2019; 36(9): 400–402

The challenge of simultaneously knowing what care 
patients need but being unable to provide it due to 
constraints that are beyond our control
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Moral Injury Versus Burnout

https://www.statnews.com/2018/07/26/physicians-not-burning-out-they-are-suffering-moral-
injury/

Fed Pract 2019; 36(9): 400–402

“Burnout suggests that the problem resides within the 
individual, who is in some way deficient. It implies that 
the individual lacks the resources or resilience to 
withstand the work environment”

“Moral injury, on the other hand, describes the 
challenge of simultaneously knowing what care patients 
need but being unable to provide it due to constraints 
that are beyond our control”
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Objectives

Discuss a matrix of institutional and individual 
challenges and opportunities
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Not helpful Not helpful

Helpful Helpful

Institution Human
Your team
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Objectives

Review effective exercises to improve resilience
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World

OHSU

The Department

My Team

Myself

Power 
for 
you
to 

make 
change

What can I control?
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Setting Boundaries
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Expressive Writing
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Advances in Psychiatric Treatment (2005), vol. 
11, 338–346

“write your very deepest thoughts and feelings about the most traumatic 
experience of your entire life or an extremely important emotional issue that 
has affected you and your life. In your writing, I’d like you to really let go and 
explore your deepest emotions and thoughts. You might tie your topic to your 
relationships with others, including parents, lovers, friends or relatives; to your 
past, your present or your future; or to who you have been, who you would like 
to be or who you are now. You may write about the same general issues or 
experiences on all days of writing or about different topics each day. All of your 
writing will be completely confidential. Don’t worry about spelling, grammar or 
sentence structure. The only rule is that once you begin writing, you continue 
until the time is up.”
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Quote from a study subject

Complementary Therapies in Clinical Practice 34 (2019) 240–246

“This was useful - it felt like an opportunity to 'tidy up' 
and close the loop on the emotional experience. It's 
helpful to feel like you’ve acknowledged the pain that's 
there and also found a healthy perspective on it”
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Compassion versus EmpathyOHSU 
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Empathy
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Compassion
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Mindfulness Practices
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Mindful Self-Compassion

It is not abnormal to feel this way 
This is part of being a human

This is a moment of suffering

I’m here for you, I care about you

Jan Chozen Bays, MD. Mindful Medicine. Shambhala Pub.
www.self-compassion.org
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Summary

Diagnosing burnout has not helped health care professionals

Past and present traumatic experiences shape our well being

It’s not our fault if we are feeling overwhelmed, sad and stressed

Creating a strong team and coping practices that work for you 
can help

What can the institution do to support us?
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www.self-compassion.org

Resources
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