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On April 5, 2022, the Kern Institute hosted the Third Annual MCW and Kern Institute Well-Being 

Summit with the theme “Inhale, Exhale, and Engage: Harnessing Happiness, Joy, and Resilience 

in Healthcare.” This year’s summit was the culmination of two prior events focused on our 

learners and improving institutional culture as well as many months of hard work and planning 

by the summit’s steering committee and Kern Institute staff. As a measure of success alone, 456 

of 623 registrants from MCW (364), Froedtert Health (130), Children’s Wisconsin (79), MCW 

Affiliated Hospitals (10), Zablocki VA Medical Center (4), and elsewhere (36) attended at least a 

significant portion of the event. 

 

 

Keynote Address 

 

The summit was kicked-off by a keynote address by Dr. David Weill, whose invitation was 

sponsored by the Kern Institute. Dr. Weill, former director of the lung transplant program at 

Stanford for ten years, shared with us what is chronicled in his book Exhale: Hope, Healing, and 

a Life in Transplant. This book is a humanistic memoir of the emotional rollercoaster of being a 

transplant physician, losing one’s way, and the decision to finally step-away for a fresh start. For 

Dr. Weill, what ultimately led him to burnout was his self-perception as a perfectionist and the 

https://medicine.tulane.edu/departments/pulmonary-diseases-critical-care-environmental-medicine-clinical/faculty/david-weill-md
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Exhale/David-Weill-MD/9781642937602
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Exhale/David-Weill-MD/9781642937602


need to be a superhero, though this approach drove him to mental health decline that strained 

his abilities as a clinician, but also relationships with others and even himself. Over the course 

of his incredibly vulnerable and relatable discussion, Dr. Weill noted the desire to provide high 

quality care for others as being one of the strongest, most defining, and most beautiful qualities 

of medical providers as individuals, and what unites us all as a healthcare community. 

Frequently, we are so deeply invested and focused on improving the health of patients that we 

fail to address and acknowledge our own personal health needs, leading to the deterioration of 

our physical and mental health. As Dr. Weill illustrated, a decline in healthcare workers’ 

personal health leads to suboptimal patient care and individual burnout. Premium care is only 

provided when a medical team is physically, mentally, and emotionally present while tending to 

a patient, and this is only possible when the personal well-being and mental health of health 

care workers are prioritized. 

 

During Dr. Weill’s address, he also noted that medical professionals are frequently idolized and 

looked to as heroes by the local community and nation, as powerfully shown through the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In a time of worldwide turmoil, pain, and sadness, nurses, therapists, 

advanced practice providers, physicians, and researchers have been looked to as strong, brave, 

and resilient leaders for our community, even though the same feelings of doubt, anguish, and 

grief hit the healthcare community harder than anywhere else. Healthcare providers often 

suppressed their emotions to act as brave leaders, but failure to fully acknowledge and address 

these stressful conditions in the medical workplace precipitated increased burnout, high levels 

of workforce turnover, and decreased satisfaction at the bedside. Developing a sustainable 

support system within the healthcare community to express and address emotions that are 

often difficult and uncomfortable to talk about will be vital to elevating and maintaining mental 

health and wellness in the medical workforce. Dr. Weill eloquently reminded us, “isolation is 

the enemy”. Our first call to action is to re-unite our healthcare community. He reminded us all 

that we need to Slow down, think about the experiences we’re having, and talk to our 

colleagues, trusted friends, and family members. 

 

At the end of Dr. Weill’s discussion, he mentioned that most problems of burnout in healthcare 

can be traced to monetary incentives for the hospital system, lack of control, time pressures 

related to the electronic medical record and documentation, a chaotic work environment, and a 

disconnect between those on the front lines and hospital administration. As solutions, Dr. Weill 

offered that we must prioritize the de-stigmatization of mental health, the importance of 

balancing family, friends, faith, and the critical value of bringing together health care workers 

with hospital administrators to foster relationships and build bridges to a better understanding 

of each side’s position.  

 

This latter bit of advice thus served as a perfect segue to the leadership panel with Dr. Joseph 

Kerschner (Dean of the School of Medicine, Provost, and Executive Vice President of MCW), 

Catherine Jacobson (President and CEO of Froedtert Health), and Scott Turner (President and 



COO of Children’s Wisconsin). The next call to action involves engaging our leaders to ensure 

the well-being of our healthcare team is prioritized, across all organizations and job 

descriptions.  

 

 

Leadership Panel Discussion 

 

The leadership panel discussion displayed alignment, collaboration, and commitment to the 

well-being of each organization. The discussion was kicked-off by Dr. Kerschner, who shared the 

successes of the Well-Being Task Force and data driven by the Well-being Index. Dr. Kerschner 

also commented on the joint commitment of MCW, Froedtert Health, and Children’s Wisconsin 

to participate in the AMA’s Joy in Medicine Health System Recognition Program. This program is 

designed not just to recognize an organization’s commitment to their employees’ well-being, 

but moreover to provide a roadmap for health system leaders, unite the health care community 

in a culture centered on joy in medicine, and build awareness about system solutions to nurture 

joy in medicine and reduce burnout.  

 

Ms. Jacobson followed by echoing this commitment and, although joining as a Bronze member, 

that the ultimate goal in the AMA program is Gold level status. Ms. Jacobson also noted that 

Froedtert Health has been awarded Gold level status by the Wellness Council of America’s 

(WELCOA) Well Workplace Award program with the goal to soon achieve Platinum level.  

 

Mr. Turner likewise highlighted Children’s Wisconsin’s commitment to employee well-being and 

highlighted its Healthy Rewards Program that focuses on four dimensions of well-being: 

physical, emotional, work, and financial.  

 

Ultimately, all of the leaders were able to demonstrate the organization’s commitment to well-

being, often making themselves vulnerable to the audience by sharing their own personal 

approaches to well-being and some struggles with that, particularly during the pandemic. Ms. 

Jacobson even shared her own challenges with setting boundaries and reminded us all to be 

mindful of our own. Finally, the panel’s remarks were closed by one from Dr. Kerschner, who 

when asked if he had a magic wand what is the one thing he would make better for 

organizational well-being, and his answer was communication. It was another call to action to 

be conscious of our own humanity and how we need to be aware of how we interact with and 

how we communicate with one another.  

 

Our leaders listened. Our leaders have committed to this journey of improving the well-being of 

our entire healthcare team, learners, and staff. It’s our call to action to partner with them, hold 

each other accountable, and be willing to be vulnerable in this process.  

 

 

https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/2020-10/joy-award-brochure.pdf


Summary 

In summary, the Third Annual MCW and Kern Institute’s Well-Being Summit helped spark that 

light that we all needed to see. Our candid and thoughtful keynote speaker reminded us of our 

humanity and shared experiences. Our leaders from MCW, Froedtert Health, and Children’s 

Wisconsin shared their cohesive vision for organizational well-being and commitment to 

ensuring we continue to evolve and improve. As we train and educate the future of our 

healthcare team members and leaders, we need to remember that we are not invincible or 

immune to the exhaustion and stress of this profession. We all need to embrace vulnerability, 

share our experiences, communicate with our leaders and one another, and be the change 

agents of our healthcare system that is in dire need of an overhaul.  What the summit reminded 

us, however, is that we are all in this together. And the most important part of this journey is to 

link arms and do it together.  

 

If you were unable to attend the Well-Being Summit or would like to share it with others, 

please see the link below:  

https://mcw.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=8a09cefd-b318-4fee-b960-

ae7001492003  
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