
When elevated anxiety is baked into the “new normal,” how do you identify 
the highest-risk employees and stop caregiver turnover in its tracks? 

21

How to Get Ahead of Burnout
3 LESSONS TOP HEALTH CARE ORGANIZATIONS 
LEARNED DURING COVID-19 
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INTRODUCTION

Burnout among nurses, physicians, and staff has plagued 

health care organizations for decades. Administrative 

hassles, EHR challenges, increased productivity demands, 

and the naturally high stakes of the profession have put a 

disproportionate burden on health care providers, leading to 

burnout and turnover—to the tune of $4.6 billion annually.1  

And that was before COVID-19 disrupted life as we know it. 

The pandemic exacerbated issues that were already costing 

hospitals and health systems as much as $1 million per 

employee.2 As cases surged and caregivers rushed to the front 

lines, COVID-19 became a true stress test for the nation’s 

health systems. Burnout today seems unavoidable. For 

example, 65% of physicians say COVID-19 has contributed 

to feelings of burnout.3 This is increasingly problematic, as 

burnout is a leading cause of turnover—which piles additional 

work and stress on the employees left behind and continues 

burnout’s vicious cycle.   

During the pandemic, all members of your medical staff have 

experienced some level of burnout. With burnout the norm, 

the question for health care leaders is how do you detect the 

signal from the noise? How do you identify the highest-risk 

individuals and take immediate action?    

1 “Estimating the Attributable Cost of Physician Burnout in the United States.” 2019, American College of Physicians.
2 ”How much physician burnout is costing your organization.” 2018, American Medical Association.

https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M18-1422
https://www.medicaleconomics.com/view/how-the-covid-19-crisis-is-exacerbating-physician-burnout
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Early intervention is key. Since much of your 

staff is likely experiencing some degree of 

burnout, you will need to regularly check for 

hot spots. To help, we asked leaders at high-

performing organizations to share a few of 

their tried-and-true strategies for detecting and 

fighting burnout while reducing turnover. 

These strategies focus on communication, 

transparency, and on-the-ground support of 

caregivers to not only get through this global 

health crisis, but also build momentum in a 

post-pandemic world. Read on to see how 

top health care leaders have approached the 

burnout epidemic, the steps they’ve taken to 

mitigate flight risk, and the direct results of 

these efforts.  

IS BURNOUT IMMINENT? 
6 HIGH-RISK FACTORS TO ASSESS NOW

1. Caregivers feel unsafe due to a real 
or perceived lack of resources and 
equipment. 

2. The organization furloughed and/or 
cut compensation for a portion of its 
workforce. 

3. The organization faces staffing 
shortages and/or redeployed 
staff outside of their typical work 
environment. 

4. Employees perceive a disconnect 
between the communication from 
leaders and what happens at the 
bedside. 

5. Employees feel a lack of transparency 
about risks, protections, and work 
status. 

6. Employees, medical staff, and leaders 
are exhibiting signs of emotional 
exhaustion and depersonalization in 
their work. 

65%
of physicians 
say COVID-19 
has contributed 
to burnout.4

3, 4 ”How the COVID-19 crisis is exacerbating physician burnout.” 2020, Medical Economics.

https://www.medicaleconomics.com/view/how-the-covid-19-crisis-is-exacerbating-physician-burnout
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ESTABLISH AN OPEN, TWO-WAY 
COMMUNICATION STRATEGY THAT 
PRIORITIZES CONTINUOUS LISTENING 

In a demanding, high-pressure environment, excellent communication is necessary to 

ensure the most up-to-date information gets to the right people as well as reduce stress and 

confusion when things are changing at breakneck speed.   

“Communication was key to ensuring that our caregivers had confidence that we were 

providing a culture where they could practice safely,” says Kelly Hancock, RN, Cleveland 

Clinic’s chief caregiver officer. “As we learned how the virus continued to evolve and 

change, being transparent in communicating that to our caregivers in a time of uncertainty 

was critical. This pandemic elicits many emotions. Our caregivers have patients who are 

anxious. They’re fearful; they have a lot of questions. So the top challenge for us from the 

very beginning was ensuring that we have effective communications and the tools and 

resources that caregivers need to be confident to do their jobs.”   

But communication isn’t a top-down initiative. “Communication also includes listening—

listening to our caregivers, listing to their feedback, and using it wisely during this 

pandemic and then after,” Hancock adds.   

In the face of a crisis, many organizations may be tempted to halt workforce listening 

strategies to avoid overburdening caregivers further. But never has tuning in to your 

workforce been more important. Listening—and responding—to caregivers demonstrates 

empathy, fosters a culture of trust, and provides feedback on the reception and effectiveness 

of your programs and protocols.   
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Cleveland Clinic administered a Press Ganey workforce engagement 

pulse survey to gauge how caregivers felt about the support they 

were receiving from the organization during the pandemic. “It was 

the highest engagement survey response rate we’ve ever had—

85%!” Hancock says. “And our caregivers rated the organization 

favorably—particularly around communication. They appreciated the 

transparency. And we are going to leverage these tools and new ways 

of communicating in the future.” 

Dr. Vicki LoPachin, senior vice president and chief medical officer at 

Mount Sinai Health System, agrees that an effective communication 

strategy must be a two-way street. “Leaders have to be prepared to do 

the work of listening and learning from their staff,” she says. “We, as 

leaders, need to foster the continued development as well as continue 

to break down silos to ensure the collaboration and disciplines that 

happened during the pandemic carry forward.”   

When caregivers ask questions, Mount Sinai’s leadership team is 

quick to respond. “We take those questions—what’s concerning our 

staff—and incorporate them back into our communication the next 

day,” Dr. LoPachin explains. “Employees really need to know that 

leadership is there to listen to them, support them, and help them solve problems.”   

Bidirectional communication is a barometer of caregiver engagement. “At Centura Health, we 

have a term that’s not commonly used out there: ‘physician-facing,’” says Dr. Shauna Gulley, the 

organization’s senior vice president and chief clinical officer. “It means we engage doctors as partners 

every step of the way. During COVID-19, that was really at the forefront, and it’s ever-present as we 

move forward.” 

Leaders have to be 
prepared to do the work 
of listening and learning 
from their staff. We, as 
leaders, need to foster the 
continued development 
as well as continue to 
break down silos to ensure 
the collaboration and 
disciplines that happened 
during the pandemic carry 
forward.

— Dr. Vicki LoPachin, Senior 
Vice President & Chief 
Medical Officer, Mount Sinai 
Health System 

“
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LEAD WITH TRANSPARENCY TO DRIVE A 
CULTURE OF TRUST

Transparency is foundational to any communication strategy. Even in dire 

times, being fully transparent about the situation—good or bad—is critical to 

building trust within the organization and empowering employees.   

Concerns about health and safety—such as COVID-19 numbers and PPE 

availability—have been on caregivers’ minds. Once health care organizations 

open the lines of communication, they should be prepared to address those 

issues. And even when the situation is less than ideal, leaders who choose to be 

transparent in their responses are able to minimize anxiety and arm caregivers 

with the information they need to succeed.   

In New York, which endured one of the earliest COVID-19 surges in the United 

States, Mount Sinai was fielding questions about PPE availability. Leaders 

quickly created a communication tool to disperse and streamline relevant 

information daily. “It had hospital updates and information about our PPE 

availability. We were very transparent about where our supplies were, where 

they were coming from, and how many days’ worth we had on hand,” 

Dr. LoPachin says. “We set up processes for escalation. We made improvements 

in our distribution system so it would be in the right place at the right time. We 

even created standardized local information guides—one-page documents with 

pictures that leadership could hand out in the units to literally show caregivers 

what their PPE would look like week by week and how to use it.”  

Communication was 
key to ensuring that our 
caregivers had confidence 
that we were providing a 
culture where they could 
practice safely. As we 
learned how the virus 
continued to evolve and 
change, being transparent 
in communicating that to 
our caregivers in a time of 
uncertainty was critical.

— Kelly Hancock, RN, Chief 
Caregiver Officer, Cleveland 
Clinic 

“

https://www.pressganey.com/resources/white-papers/building-workforce-trust-lessons-from-covid-19
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ADDRESS MENTAL HEALTH AND PHYSICAL 
NEEDS TO PROVIDE ONGOING SUPPORT 

The mental and physical toll COVID-19 has taken on the nation’s caregivers cannot be overstated. Pandemic 

fatigue has set in everywhere. “The psychological challenges associated with the duration of this difficult 

pandemic have been a big barrier for us,” Centura Health’s Dr. Gulley says. “We recognize that it’s tiring to not 

have lunch with your friends when you’re doing shift after shift after shift. But it’s really important that the 

psychology of chronic stress is addressed.”   

One direction she and other leaders have taken is to provide on-the-ground emotional support, with 

psychologists, psychiatrists, and licensed clinical social workers rounding through the units to help those in 

need. In another effort to reduce the stigma around mental health, leaders at Centura Health share their own 

vulnerabilities. Acknowledging the challenges and being authentic can go a long way. “Around this topic, you 

can’t communicate enough these days,” Dr. Gulley says. “One effort that’s been more effective than others is 

having video town halls with our most senior leaders where we individually talk about mental health: how it 

impacts us, how it impacts our families, and how it’s so important to get help or talk to someone when you 

need the help. As leaders, stepping out there to lead with vulnerability and by example helps more than 

anything else.”   

At home, health care employees—like so many Americans—

may be struggling to make ends meet. Centura Health has 

stepped up in that regard as well: “Whether it’s getting 

groceries, giving housing support, or providing childcare 

support within our organization, we’ve worked to manage the 

day-to-day concerns of our caregivers as they dig deep to ‘be 

there’ more than they normally would,” Dr. Gulley says.  

40%
of physicians are 
reluctant to seek 
mental health 
treatment.5

5 ”Doctors forgo mental health care during pandemic over concerns about licensing, stigma.” 2020, Association 
   of American Medical Colleges.

https://www.aamc.org/news-insights/doctors-forgo-mental-health-care-during-pandemic-over-concerns-about-licensing-stigma
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WHEN DO YOU KNOW IT’S TIME 
TO TAKE A BREAK?  

Paid time off (PTO) is a top indicator of burnout and turnover. Employees who take less PTO exhibit the 

symptoms of burnout faster and are more likely to leave. To get ahead of this issue, Mount Sinai doubled 

down on its communication efforts around self-care. “We let people know it’s important to take a break. 

They needed to know that it was okay to take time off, that we would cover them,” Dr. LoPachin says. 

“Reinforcing that message about taking the time to take care of yourself is very important. And for our 

more senior leaders, it’s been even more critical, because they really haven’t stopped.” 

We let people know it’s important to take a break. They needed to 
know that it was okay to take time off, that we would cover them. 
Reinforcing that message about taking the time to take care of 
yourself is very important. And for our more senior leaders, it’s 
been even more critical, because they really haven’t stopped.

— Dr. Vicki LoPachin, Senior Vice President & Chief Medical Officer, 
Mount Sinai Health System 

“
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HOW 3 TOP HEALTH SYSTEMS ARE 
SUPPORTING THEIR CAREGIVERS AT THE 
HEIGHT OF THIS CRISIS AND BEYOND 

CLEVELAND CLINIC:  

• Established the Caregiver COVID-19 Fund to support 

caregivers and their families; to date, over $3.5 

million has been given to employees to assist with 

mortgage payments, groceries, and other expenses  

• Helps COVID-19–positive caregivers by providing 

shelter if they can’t be at home, delivering food to 

their families, and checking in regularly  

• Enacted a one-minute meditation line to help remote 

and in-clinic caregivers center themselves  

• Has designated respite areas where caregivers can 

relax and offers grab-and-go meals  

• Instituted a “Pause to Remember Our Caregivers” 

moment of silence to honor those who lost their lives 

to COVID-19  

CENTURA HEALTH:  

• Secured additional pay for caregivers who are taking 

extra shifts or working outside their comfort zones 

• Launched a systemwide “Helping Hands Program” to 

encourage all staff and leadership to assist clinicians 

working outside their traditional roles  

MOUNT SINAI HEALTH SYSTEM:  

• Distributes weekly information guides on PPE 

supplies and availability  

• Offers on-site respite areas in a peaceful and calming 

environment 

• Provides mental health counseling via tele-support 

and in-person sessions, bringing emotional care 

directly to clinicians  
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HOW TO SPOT THE WARNING SIGNS OF 
STAFF BURNOUT BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE 

Health care organizations that recognize the signs of burnout and take immediate action 

can reverse the damage. The strongest predictors of burnout are perceptions of leadership 

quality, organizational and personal values, psychological safety, professional fulfillment, 

and the meaningfulness of clinical work. But those factors are historically difficult to 

measure and quantify.   

Continuously listen to your workforce: 

In a time of crisis, your instinct might be to pause activities like workforce engagement 

surveys. But never has tuning in to your employees been more critical. Listening—asking 

questions and responding to feedback—not only demonstrates empathy and builds trust, 

but it also helps you identify areas for improvement, implement change, and check in with 

at-risk work units or teams to see whether you’re moving the needle in a positive direction.   

Press Ganey helps organizations assess flight risk and identify clinician burnout before 

it reaches critical levels. Our real-time pulse technology also empowers organizations to 

continuously listen to caregivers throughout the employee life cycle as well as when it’s 

most critical to hear from key segments. It delivers results in real time, anytime, so you 

can remain nimble and continually improve your response plan. With next-generation 

predictive analytics, you can interpret the data without drowning in it.  
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In the face of a global crisis, the entire health care community has come together 

to achieve a common goal: defeating the virus. High-performing organizations 

will not just absorb the shock of COVID-19 but bounce back stronger than ever.

MOVIN G  FORWA RD

TO TAKE THE NEXT STEP, SCHEDULE A FLIGHT RISK 

ASSESSMENT AT: PRESSGANEY.COM/FLIGHTRISK

If we give our caregivers the trust and the power and let them 
lead us there, and if we, as leaders, are trustworthy and have their 
backs, we’ll get through this. We’ll get through it together.

— Dr. Shauna Gulley, Senior Vice President & Chief Clinical Officer, 
Centura Health“

https://www.pressganey.com/resources/solution-overview/flight-risk-analytics-predicts-turnover-and-drives-outcomes?utm_source=burnout%20_ebook&utm_medium=cta&utm_campaign=workforce1q21

