http://www.sciedupress.com/jha Journal of Hospital Administration

2016, Vol. 5, No. 2

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

The look and feel of resilience: A qualitative study of
physicians’ perspectives

Alicia J Polachek!, Jean E Wallace?, Mamta Gautam?, Jill A de Grood!, Jane B Lemaire*!*

YW21C Research and Innovation Centre, University of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

2Department of Sociology, University of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

3 Department of Psychiatry, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

*Department of Medicine, Division of General Internal Medicine, University of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta, Canada

Received: November 5, 2015
DOI: 10.5430/jha.v5n2p47

Accepted: December 20, 2015 Online Published: January 4, 2016
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.5430/jha.vSn2p47

ABSTRACT

Some physicians can effectively cope and thrive in the face of potentially stressful job conditions, while others experience serious,
negative consequences. This ability to be resilient may improve physician wellness and benefit health care organizations, yet
little is known about what resilience means to physicians. This paper explores how physicians understand resilience both as they
observe it in their colleagues and as they experience it themselves. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 32 physicians
practicing in Alberta, Canada. Two questions explored physicians’ experiences of resilience or non-resilience, while two other
questions considered what they observed in physician colleagues. Interview transcripts were independently coded by two authors
and discussed to ensure agreement on the key themes. There were several similarities in how physicians described resilience
or non-resilience in themselves and their colleagues related to control, positivity or negativity, boundaries and balance, coping,
and support. There were also important differences in how physicians described their own experiences and their observations of
colleagues. Participants’ portrayals of themselves suggested being immune to stress and responsible for their success or failure in
being resilient. Their depictions of colleagues, however, focused on professionalism, work performance, commitment to values,
and experience or wisdom. There appears to be a difference in how physicians understand resilience in themselves compared to
what they observe in their colleagues. Specifically, physicians may hold unrealistic and unachievable expectations for their own
resilience. Initiatives aimed at improving physician resilience and wellness may be best served by raising awareness about more
realistic expectations and self-appraisals.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Physicians experience extensive work stress!!! and a higher
risk for burnout, -7 depression,[sl and suicide!®-19 compared
to the general population. Conditions such as burnout can
have serious consequences not only for individual physicians,
but also for health care organizations.!®”-!" For example,
burnout may contribute to medical mistakes such as diagnos-

tic errors or prescription of incorrect medication, poor quality
patient care, poor interactions with patients, reduced produc-
tivity, difficulty in making decisions, poor communication,
irritability, decreased focus or organizational commitment,
and staff turnover, all of which can impact the health care
organization as well.[6:7-1112]

Physicians’ work is often characterized by a high work-
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load,[®!-131 Jong workhours,®! and high cognitive and emo-
tional demands!'!-'#! where physicians are likely to encounter
stressful or traumatic events involving death or serious in-
jury.['+15] Despite this demanding and stressful work envi-
ronment, many physicians are able to successfully cope and
even thrive, experiencing joy, meaning, and satisfaction from
their work.!"%! Some physicians appear to be more resilient in
the face of potentially stressful work conditions as a result of
intrinsic or personality factors.!!”! This resiliency may have
the potential to improve physician wellness by mitigating
distress, especially when used as a prevention strategy rather
than a response to existing problems.!'%1° Furthermore,
since organizational characteristics such as work hours and
demands may be difficult to change, improving physicians’
resilience may hold benefits for both individual physicians
and the health care system more broadly.!'”! These stake-
holders may be well served by mounting a joint effort at
fostering physician resilience.!'!:17-291 Before implementing
programs to improve physician resilience, it is important to
understand what resilience means to physicians in order to
develop programs that resonate with physicians and encour-
age their participation in such programs.

There is little agreement about how to define resilience,*!-2?!
and current understandings focus on distressed or vulnerable
groups including youth or adolescents,!>3-?3! single moth-
ers,?®l immigrants,”?’! the elderly,?®! and the seriously ill.[>!
While some characteristics of resilience identified in these
groups may translate to physicians, there are likely also im-
portant differences between these populations. Physician
resilience may differ from resilience in other groups, and dif-
ferent strategies may be required for improving physicians’
ability to cope and thrive in their work environment.

Research has begun to consider resilience in medical trainees
and physicians. In one study of medical trainees, resilience
involved acclimating to traumas experienced during clin-
ical training.!'>! Studies describing attributes of resilient
physicians highlighted attitudes and perspectives, balance
and prioritization, practice management style, supportive
relationships, job-related gratification, and practices and
routines.['®3% Finally, studies of resiliency training?!! dis-
cussed the importance of understanding the effects of stress
and developing resiliency.’!! Suggested strategies included
adaptability, teamwork, rebounding from stress, refocusing
and reframing, mindful self-compassion, and self-awareness,
among others.[1%:32-34

Despite these studies, there remains knowledge gaps in under-
standing physician resilience, particularly in terms of what it
means to physicians themselves. Better understanding this
conceptualization may assist with efforts aimed at improving
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physician resilience and encouraging physician engagement
in such efforts. If programming does not resonate with physi-
cians, it is unlikely that they will actively participate in these
endeavours. This paper therefore explores how physicians
understand resilience both as they observe it in their col-
leagues and as they experience it themselves.

2. METHODS

2.1 Study design and data collection

Data were obtained from a qualitative study of physicians
practicing in Alberta, Canada. A voluntary non-probability
sampling strategy was used. In line with recommendations
for non-probabilistic qualitative research, a sample size of
30 was estimated as sufficient to achieve theoretical satura-
tion where no new themes emerged, without being too large
for detailed analysis of individual physicians’ perceptions
and experiences.[*>3 Using a random number generator,
potential participants were identified from a list of all physi-
cians registered with the Alberta College of Physicians and
Surgeons in March 2011. These physicians were sent mail
invitations asking them if they would be interested in volun-
teering for an interview. Electronic invitations were also sent
when email addresses were available. This process of recruit-
ment continued until our desired sample size was reached. In
total, 460 physicians were contacted and 32 volunteered to
participate. No participants subsequently withdrew from the
study. Prior to the interview, participants were informed that
the aim of the study was to explore how physicians define
and conceptualize resilience, with the hope that the informa-
tion obtained could not only help in understanding physician
resilience and how it could be measured, but also that it may
help in identifying strategies to enhance resilience, promote
physician wellness, and prevent burnout.

A female sociologist (JD) with experience and training in
qualitative research conducted one-on-one, semi-structured
telephone interviews between July and December 2011. She
did not have existing relationships with the participants be-
fore the interviews. The average interview length was 19
minutes (range = 9-37). Each participant completed a single
interview and took the call at a location of their choosing.
Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
assigned an identification number. Field notes were not uti-
lized.

Interview questions centred on having physician participants
define, describe, and provide examples of what resilience
means to them in the context of their work. This paper fo-
cuses specifically on four interview questions that explore
the look and the feel of physician resilience, as outlined in
Table 1. The look refers to how participants conceptualized
resilience when asked to describe their colleagues, and the
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feel refers to how participants conceived of resilience when
asked to describe their own experiences. While the initial aim
was not to compare how physicians understand resilience in
themselves compared to how they perceive it in others, it is
possible that participants may provide different information
when asked about their colleagues rather than themselves.
Therefore, questions were asked about physicians’ own expe-
riences as well as what they saw in their colleagues in order

Table 1. Interview questions used to explore the look and the

to develop a comprehensive understanding of what resilience
means to physicians. During analysis, it became clear that
physicians may hold different understandings or expectations
of resilience in themselves compared to their colleagues, and
the look and the feel therefore became useful analytic cate-
gories for describing physicians’ varying conceptualizations
of resilience.

feel of physician resilience or non-resilience

The Look

The Feel

“Think of a physician colleague whom you consider resilient.
What is it that you see in them that signals their resiliency to
you?”

“Think of a physician colleague whom you do not consider very
resilient. What is it that you see in them that signals to you that
they are not very resilient?”

“Think back to an example of a time or situation when you felt
you were resilient. How would you describe the feeling of
resilience?”

“Think back to an example of a time or situation when you felt
you were not very resilient. What did it feel like being
unresilient?”

2.2 Participants

The sample included 16 women and 16 men. The majority
of participants were married (69%) and had children (75%).
Their average age was 49 years (range = 31-83) and the aver-
age length of practice was 20 years (range = 3-58). Various
medical contexts were represented, with 50% of participants
from a medical specialty, 37% from primary care, and 13%
from a surgical specialty. Participants worked in various
practice settings: academic (28%), group with shared of-
fice space and expenses (28%), solo with shared call (10%),
solo (6%), or other (28%) such as hospital or community
group practice. Most participants (81%) took call, spending
an average of 9 days per month on call (range = 0.5-24).
The type of remuneration included fee for service (41%),
alternative payment plans (28%), combined methods (25%,
e.g., fee for service and flat private fee, fee for service and
on call stipends), salary (3%, e.g., university, professional
corporation), and unknown (3%). Detailed information on
non-responders was not available.

2.3 Data analysis

Using an inductive strategy, two authors (AP and JD) in-
dependently reviewed the interview transcripts to identify
themes that emerged from the data, rather than relying on
pre-established categories. During open coding these authors
read the transcripts to identify initial codes, before conduct-
ing selective coding where they re-read the transcripts in
greater depth to refine and integrate themes.*”! The authors
then compared their analyses and discussed discrepancies to
ensure agreement on the key themes. No analytic software
was used, and participants were not provided with transcripts
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or asked for feedback on the findings.

3. RESULTS

In comparing the look of resilience or non-resilience (i.e.
how participants viewed this in their colleagues) to the feel
of these experiences (i.e. how participants perceived this in
themselves), the similarities are discussed before examining
the differences. Key themes are outlined in Table 2. Several
participant quotations that exemplify these themes are in-
cluded in the following section, with identification numbers
in brackets.

3.1 The similarities

Participants discussed having positive emotions, the impor-
tance of boundaries and balance, the use of coping strategies,
and being in control when describing both the look and the
feel of resilience. Resilient colleagues were described as
“know[ing] how to separate work from the rest of their lives,
and they have developed over the years mechanisms to do
that properly. . .they can actually cope better because this
is just not a job, it is a vocation” (#32). They were also
described as “proactive and optimistic and not negative in
response to stress” (#3) as well as “in control of things” (#6).
Similarly, the feel of resilience was described as “incredi-
ble... [you] feel like you're in control. .. you know you were
able to cope...then go home and be able to interact with
your family in a very positive way” (#22). These character-
istics were highlighted in both the participants themselves
and in their colleagues, suggesting that there may be some
universal aspects of physician resilience that reflect personal
and professional expectations or competencies.
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Table 2. Key themes describing the look and the feel of resilience or non-resilience

The Look

The Feel

« Displaying positivity and optimism"
« Maintaining boundaries or balance”
« Having effective coping strategies”

« Remaining in control”

« Being committed to values and goals
« Remaining calm and level-headed

« Being expressive and friendly

« Having work-related success

Resilience

« Having experience and wisdom

« Having negative emotional/personality qualities”

« Lacking support systems"

« Displaying poor job performance

« Coping ineffectively

« Having poor health or unhealthy behaviours
« Lacking balance in aspects of their life

Non-Resilience

« Experiencing positive emotions’

« Having balance in all aspects of their life"
« Being able to cope’

« Feeling in control”

« Being immune to stress

« Bouncing back from stressful situations

« Experiencing negative emotions”
« Lacking support*

« Feeling out of control

« Being overwhelmed or stressed

« Being burnt out or lacking energy

" This indicates the themes that were identified for both the look and the feel of resilience or non-resilience

Participants described having negative emotions and lack-
ing support when describing both the look and the feel of
non-resilience. Non-resilient colleagues were described as
“allow[ing] themselves to get depressed and morose” (#27)
in addition to having “social anxiety. .. [and] learning not to
trust anybody. So lack of support. . .being a bit narcissistic”
(#14).

Similarly, one physician described the feel of non-resilience
as being “vulnerable, there’s a sense of fear. . .I think there
can be some catastrophic thinking...[a] sense of despon-
dency can creep in [and] a sense of confusion” (#8). As an-
other commented, “not having the support of my colleagues
or the profession. .. made [getting through challenges] in-
credibly difficult” (#16). Participants’ descriptions again
suggest several common attributes signalling non-resilience
in themselves and their colleagues.

3.2 The differences

There were also important differences in how participants
described the look of resilience or non-resilience compared
to the feel. When asked about the look of resilience, par-
ticipants described colleagues who were committed to val-
ues and goals, remained calm or level-headed, were expres-
sive and friendly, had work-related success, and had ex-
perience or wisdom. One participant stated that resilient
colleagues were “professional...good, competent physi-
cian[s]... They’re...well read...fairly even keeled yet ex-
pressive and able to speak [their] mind” (#3). Another de-
scribed resilient colleagues as “being able to. .. focus on the
big picture. . . so if something has happened. .. that’s nega-
tive. .. they [see] an opportunity to...figure out where the
problems are and to get better” (#24). Participants focused
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on professionalism, good work performance, and job success
when asked to describe resilient colleagues.

When asked to describe the feel of resilience in them-
selves, participants discussed being immune to or overcom-
ing stresses. Physicians described “being confident that I
would be able to overcome any difficulties in my path” (#19)
and involving “a sense of pride that I wouldn’t let a situation
like that put me under.. . if I really bounce back.. . not just
pretending to be okay, but truly okay” (#26). Participants also
described being “able to surmount things that present, you
can work through them” (#17), you “plug on. .. [and] push
through” (#12) and you “overcome adversity” (#24). Physi-
cians’ descriptions of their own resilience emphasized their
ability to push through and rebound from stressful situations,
suggesting they possessed an immunity or imperviousness to
stress in a way that was not present when describing resilient
colleagues.

When asked to describe the look of non-resilience, partici-
pants described colleagues who displayed poor job perfor-
mance, coped ineffectively, had poor health or unhealthy
behaviours, and lacked balance. One participant spoke of
a colleague with “problems in their marriage [and] family-
related issues” (#32). The colleague was “either not coping
with his work and is dumping everything on his family, or
he. .. wants to compensate for not being able to cope by work-
ing really hard and getting away from his family” (#32). Non-
resilient colleagues were also viewed as “not as methodical in
terms of handling many things. . . kind of sporadic. .. running
around, not achieving very much versus the kind of more
methodological resilient person who’s able to function better
in a high stress situation” (#6). Participants again focused
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on job performance, balance, and coping behaviours, as they
had when asked about colleagues’ resilience, but here their
descriptions of non-resilient colleagues focused on unsuc-
cessful job performance, a lack of balance, and ineffective
coping mechanisms, rather than the reverse.

When asked to describe the feel of non-resilience in them-
selves, participants focused on lacking control and being
overwhelmed or burnt out by stress. One physician explained
non-resilience as “a feeling of uncertainty and lack of con-
fidence and loss of control, like you couldn’t manage all
the different aspects” (#11) while another described it as
“feeling insufficient energy to complete even common tasks
and. .. that any new challenge would be a last straw” (#19).
Finally, they described non-resilience as feeling like “every-
thing was stacked against me, and. .. getting through even a
minute every day was more than I could cope with” (#16).
These descriptions of physicians’ own non-resilience high-
lighted their inability to function and being overwhelmed
by stress, suggesting that they felt responsible for not being
immune to stresses.

4. DISCUSSION

There were several similarities in how participants described
resilience or non-resilience in their colleagues and how they
described these experiences in themselves. Participants dis-
cussed being in control, displaying positivity and optimism,
maintaining boundaries and balance, and having effective
coping strategies when asked about both the look and then
the feel of resilience. Furthermore, they discussed having
negative emotions and a lack of support when asked about
both the look and then the feel of non-resilience.

Perhaps more importantly, there were interesting differences
in physicians’ descriptions of the look of resilience or non-
resilience compared to the feel. When discussing their own
experiences, participants often portrayed themselves as im-
pervious to stress and responsible for their success or failure
in being resilient. Physicians reported being immune to
stress, being able to push through stressful situations, and
being able to bounce back from difficulties, as exemplified
by one physician who described having to “just put your
head down and do what needs to be done” (#1).

This portrayal of being impervious to stress and responsible
for their success or failure in being resilient was not empha-
sized when physicians described their colleagues. Rather,
when asked about their colleagues, physicians focused on
resiliency as maintaining balance and boundaries, develop-
ing coping strategies, and being committed to values and
goals. Participants appeared to understand resilience in their
colleagues as professionalism and success in their work per-
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formance, rather than expecting them to be unaffected by
stress. Participants also seemed to view their colleagues’
incorporation of wellness into professionalism as an aspect
of resilience.

These divergent perceptions suggest that physicians may
understand and conceptualize resilience differently for them-
selves than for their colleagues. Resilience may mean dif-
ferent things in the context of physicians describing their
own experiences compared to how they perceive it in their
colleagues. That is, physicians may hold fundamentally dif-
ferent expectations or standards for themselves compared
to their colleagues in terms of being resilient to workplace
stresses and challenges. This is in line with psychological
research suggesting that “cognition about the self differs in
important ways from cognition about others”!*3! with regard
to personality characteristics or traits, causal attributions of
behaviour, and evaluations or appraisals.*3#°1 What is crit-
ical to understand, however, is not simply that a difference
exists between physicians’ understandings of resilience in
themselves compared to in their colleagues, but rather to
understand the content and potential impact of these differ-
ences.

Physicians’ descriptions of their own resilience are in line
with previous research, which suggests that physicians deny
or avoid difficulties, opting instead to portray themselves as
impervious by: 1) working through, ignoring, or denying
stress; 2) concentrating on what they would do next; and
3) keeping stress to themselves.*!! Medical training may ex-
acerbate pre-existing characteristics such as altruism which
may lead to physicians pushing themselves beyond normal
human abilities, failure to recognize the unreasonable nature
of the expectations they hold for themselves, or difficulty
asking for help.['!! Early in their careers, medical students’
attitudes and behaviours may come to reflect the culture of
medicine, which emphasizes the importance of prioritizing
patients’ needs ahead of one’s own (even if the physician is
sick), a sense of responsibility to one’s colleagues, having
selfless dedication to one’s profession, remaining in control,
having all the answers, and striving for perfection.[!!:19-42-44]
In the highly competitive environment of medicine, physi-
cians may develop attitudes centred around feeling immune
to stress because of the emphasis on self-sufficiency, responsi-
bility, and power.!*?! Striving for perfection is in accordance
with the idea of medicine being a calling or vocation and may
be reinforced through society’s expectations of physicians,
further influencing physicians’ own expectations.l?”) While
it is important for physicians to be professional and strive
for excellence in their work, the culture of medicine may,
at times, foster unrealistic expectations and frame wellness
as incongruent with professionalism. Holding high expecta-
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tions for oneself may be beneficial up to a certain point, after
which these expectations may be overwhelming and lead to
exhaustion or poor health.

As such, the way physicians described their own resilience
may have consequences for their wellness. If physicians ex-
pect themselves to be immune to, push through, and rebound
from stress, they may not develop effective coping strate-
gies, ask for help, or accept help when it is offered. Instead,
physicians’ strategies may be unhealthy and potentially harm-
ful.!*3] For example, keeping stress to oneself, concentrating
on what to do next, and going on as if nothing happened
are significantly related to emotional exhaustion in previous
research.l*!] These strategies are similar to how participants
described the feel of resilience, suggesting that physicians’
views of their own resilience may be harmful. The way in
which physicians described the look of resilience in their col-
leagues, however, presents a more realistic, achievable, and
healthy approach. Raising awareness about more realistic
expectations and self-appraisals regarding effective coping
strategies, professionalism, and work performance may yield
positive avenues for increasing physician resilience and well-
ness, as well as ensuring high quality care within our health
systems.

This paper contributes to understandings of how physicians
view resilience, highlighting important differences between
physicians’ perceptions of their own resilience and that of
their colleagues. While previous research suggests that re-
silience may contribute to improved coping and wellness, this
paper emphasizes that physicians may hold unrealistic and
potentially unhealthy expectations for their own resilience.

These results should be interpreted in the context of the study
design. There may be some self-selection bias where physi-
cians who volunteered to participate in an interview hold
different understandings or experiences of resilience or non-
resilience than those who did not. While we are confident
that the themes we describe here represent the perceptions
of our participants, we are unable to conclude whether other
physicians hold similar views. Despite this potential limi-

tation, research has demonstrated that there are often few
differences in the characteristics of responders compared to
non-responders, suggesting that response or participation
rates may not indicate biases.!*>*’! Future research with a
larger, more representative sample would help to determine
the extent to which physicians more broadly hold the views
expressed by the participants in our study. Future research
could also consider whether physicians who are perceived
to be resilient actually feel resilient themselves. It is likely
that some of the physicians described in this study as being
resilient also felt resilient, but this was not within the scope
of our project. We focused specifically on how our partici-
pants felt and how they viewed their colleagues, rather than
how our participants were viewed by others. Furthermore, in
response to additional research questions not presented here,
our participants suggested that resilience is situational, con-
textual, and multidimensional rather than something that is
fixed or static (results available from authors). Future studies
should explore resilience not as an overarching absence or
presence, but rather as a nuanced and dynamic experience of
resilience or non-resilience. Finally, participants may have
portrayed themselves as immune to stress in order to present
a positive image that reflects the current culture of medicine.
The results nevertheless illustrate the qualities physicians
may perceive as desirable.

5. CONCLUSION

This study offers insight into how physicians understand
and conceptualize resilience, in both themselves and their
colleagues. While there were several similarities in how
physicians described the look of resilience or non-resilience
compared to the feel, physicians often held unrealistic ex-
pectations for themselves. Future research should examine
how physicians’ expectations regarding resilience are shaped
and how they can become more realistic, as well as the im-
plications these expectations may have. This knowledge can
then be used in developing initiatives aimed at increasing
physicians’ awareness about more realistic expectations and
self-appraisals and the risks of holding attitudes that empha-
size being immune to stress.
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