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Resilience 
Resilience is the ability to bounce back from difficult circumstances, learn from mistakes, and adapt to 
change or uncertainty.  It can protect against and counteract burnout, and can be learned. 

• Evaluate yourself 
o U Penn Positive Psychology Center online happiness, optimism 

(need to register, free, info used anonymously for research) 
http://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/ 
 

Qualities of resilience (from American Psychological Association) 
• Healthy coping and problem solving skills 

▫ Taking positive action 
▫ Persistence 
▫ Adaptability, flexibility with change, able to compromise  

• Self-knowledge 
▫ Learning and accepting who you are, identity doesn’t depend on externals 
▫ High self respect, self-compassion 

• Motivation/personal meaning 
▫ Sense of values and purpose, that life is worth living 

• Optimism 
▫ Sense of hope – ability to believe there is a solution in adversity 
▫ Sense of enjoyment of life 

• Strong relationships 
▫ Support from family and friends; good social skills 
▫ Able to ask for help  

 
Improving resilience with positive psychology 

• “3 good things”  
• Gratitude 
• Receive hugs (reduced cortisol and BP) 
• List 5 personal strengths, and apply them in a new way every day for a week (↑ happiness 6 mo. 

later) 
• Forgiveness, letting go of resentments 
• Find or become a mentor 
• Acts of kindness, thank people 
• Volunteering, giving back 

 
Guide for keeping going 
“I focus on what I was able to do that day.  What went well, what changed.  And the rest I leave behind.” 
 
Adaptive coping 

• Is stress item changeable? 
o Problem focused strategies 

• Is stress item unchangeable? 
o Relaxation focused strategies 
o Meaning focused strategies 



Humor 
Humor can help counteract burnout, and correlates with quality of compassion.  Consider: 

• Schedule time every day for humor 
o Read the daily comics 
o Read a page/chapter of jokes at night before going to sleep 
o Funny page-a-day calendars 
o Internet joke websites, daily email feeds  

• Increase exposure to funny movies, clubs, people 
o American Film Institute (afi.com) – list of 100 funniest movies – rent and watch with your 

family/friends 
o Save a clip file of cartoons   

 
Refocus on rewards and fulfillment 

• Recall why went into this 
• What are some rewards? 

o Watching the vulnerable regain health 
o Being inspired by patients – courage, determination 
o Learning to increase wisdom and awareness 
o Getting to interact with a variety of individuals 
o Learning patience and communication skills (makes a better partner and parent) 
o Remembering your strengths and accomplishments 

 
Website resources 

• WellMD Website http://wellmd.stanford.edu/ 
• Center for Wellness and Professional Fulfillment http://wellmd.stanford.edu/about/center.html 
• Monthly wellness newsletter last Friday of the month in the LPCH Medstaff Weekly -  

archive http://wellmd.stanford.edu/newsletters.html 
• Test Yourself http://wellmd.stanford.edu/test-yourself.html 
• Get Help http://wellmd.stanford.edu/get-help.html 
• Peer support 

o peersupport@stanfordhealthcare.org 650-736-8871 
o http://wellmd.stanford.edu/get-help/peer-support.html 

• Mindfulness page http://wellmd.stanford.edu/healthy/mindfulness.html 
• Stanford “sweeteners” https://cardinalatwork.stanford.edu/benefits-rewards/sweeteners 
• Academic Biomedical Career Customization  

https://med.stanford.edu/facultydiversity/faculty-development/work-life-fit/abcc.html 
• Exercise options http://wellmd.stanford.edu/healthy/exercise-fitness.html 
• Walking tours/maps http://wellmd.stanford.edu/healthy/walking.html 
• Sign up for classes   http://wellmd.stanford.edu/connected/classes-cme.html 
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RELAXATION AND COPING TOOLKIT 
 

Harise Stein, MD 
 

Below are a wide range of tools so that there is something for everyone.  Some of these methods can be 
performed in literally a minute, while others require more of a time commitment.  However, for all of 
them, the more often and consistently you practice them, the quicker your body will respond with 
relaxation.   
 
Herbert Benson at Harvard coined the term “relaxation response” in the 1970s, when he studied people 
who meditated.  This response includes three main physiological changes – a self-induced ability to lower 
the sympathetic nervous system, a decrease in muscle tension, and an increase in blood flow to serotonin 
areas of the brain, improving mood.  Many relaxation methods have been found through research to 
bring on this response. 
 
1.  Distraction 
Your mind can only focus on one thing at a time – distraction is helpful to get you through a brief period 
of anxiety, such as waiting to go in for an interview. 

• Counting 
• Immersion in a spatial problem, such as mentally redesigning lab space, kitchen, etc. 
• Reciting poetry 
• Humming/singing to yourself 

▫ “100 bottles of beer on the wall” distracts left & right brain with music and math 
• Music or relaxation CDs, movies 

 
2.  Breathing 
Our breath and our emotions are closely entwined – while emotional upsets can immediately change our 
breathing pattern, exerting control over our breathing can help us feel calmer. 

• 4/4 exercise = “paced respiration” (decreasing usual rate of 12-14/min to 6-8/min) 
▫ Slow (nasal) inhale count to 4, slow (nasal or mouth) exhale count to 4 
▫ Focus on seeing the numbers, or feeling count with your body 

• Deeper “Belly” breathing is preferred, as the greater excursion of the diaphragm improves 
oxygenation and stimulates the vagus nerve → greater parasympathetic activity 

 
3.  Journaling 
Multiple research studies have shown the benefit of writing about our concerns 

• “Stream of consciousness” - anything that comes into your mind 
• Focus on a specific issue each day for a week 
• Before bed – write down concerns about next day – imagine worries are leaving your brain, 

flowing down your arm and out onto the paper, so you don’t have to hold on them while you 
sleep  

• Can save or shred/delete 
 
4.  Progressive muscle relaxation (quick version) 
Proceed sequentially through each muscle group 

• If difficulty relaxing muscles, tighten then relax so can tell the difference 
• For stress - head down with progressive relaxation of each physical area 
• For insomnia (NIH approved)  

• From feet up plus focusing on each body part becoming warm and heavy  



5.  Autogenic training 
Used in biofeedback – you can memorize and repeat to yourself, or very powerful to record and hear 
your own voice guiding you: 

• My arms and legs are warm and heavy (imagine the sun) 
• My heartbeat is calm and regular (imagine a metronome)  
• My breathing is free and easy (imagine a bird)  
• My abdomen is warm (imagine the sun)  
• My forehead is cool (imagine a pleasant breeze)  
• My mind is quiet and still (imagine a smooth lake) 
• When I open my eyes, I can remain calm and comfortable  

 
6.  Mindfulness 
Mindfulness is the ability to nonjudgmentally focus on and appreciate the present moment, while letting 
go of regrets from the past or worries about the future.  Numerous research studies have shown that the 
practice of mindfulness may improve sleep, memory, mood, quality of life, and compassion; and decrease 
anxiety, pain, inflammation, depression and burnout.   Mindfulness practice can be formal (meditation) 
or informal (daily life paying attention).  A “mindful pause” just before going in to see a patient can help 
let go of externals and just focus on the patient. 

• Mindfulness resources http://wellmd.stanford.edu/healthy/mindfulness.html 
• Mindfulness sub-committee recommendations 

http://wellmd.stanford.edu/content/dam/sm/wellmd/documents/Mindfulness-resources-1-
2016.pdf 

 
7.  Personal place 

• You can go anywhere in time or space – an imagined or familiar place, such as reliving a recent 
vacation 

• Encourage five sense involvement  
• It can be refreshing to just take a few minutes while on break, imagining you are someplace else 

 
8.  Imagery rehearsal 

• You can imagine yourself  
▫ in actual environment w/stressors–If you can create stress with your mind you can 

remove it also 
▫ easy and natural breathing  
▫ sense of calm confidence (“borrow” from previous experiences or people you know) 

• Used extensively in real life e.g. elite athletes 
• Use for training – tests/presentations/procedures 
• Helps get organized and anticipates pitfalls 
• Adds confidence 

 
9.  Meta practice (practice of compassion/self compassion) 
Same as with #5, can memorize or record for yourself. 

• May I be at peace. 
• May my heart remain open. 
• May I know the beauty of my own true nature. 
• May I heal. 
• May I be a source of healing for all other beings. 

 
 
 

With each breath we take,  
our lives begin anew. 

--   Jon Kabat-Zinn 
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LIFE BALANCE ASSESSMENT SHEET 
 
Overall, how satisfied are you with the various areas of your life? 
 
Place an X along each line, and then connect the Xs.  Optimally, the shape you 
create will be a large circle. If the circle is small, consider depression.  If 
the shape looks like a star, some areas either may be sources of anxiety for 
you, or may simply need more attention. 
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LIFE BALANCE PLANNING SHEET 
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EIGHT TIPS TO LEAVE WORK AT WORK 
 

Harise Stein, MD 
 

1.  Self-awareness 
The first and most important step is to train yourself to become self-aware, and to self-monitor your 
actions and feelings. 
 
2.  Set limits 
Recognizing your capabilities and vulnerabilities, define your work role, responsibilities and limits.  You 
can’t leave your office behind if you don’t know where the boundaries of your office are.  You can’t 
expect others to respect those boundaries if you can’t define them yourself.  Say no.  Delegate. 
 
3.  Get feedback 
Ask for feedback from your family and close friends to help you monitor yourself and your activities, with 
the goal of having a balanced life.  Consider how your work role impacts your family, and also ask them 
directly. 
 
4.  Who are your friends? 
If your main social life outside of work is people from work, it will be difficult to “get away” from the job.  
How could you meet other people? 
 
5.  Turn off smart phones, pagers if not on call 
After work, you need to focus on your family or yourself as a person. 
 
6.  Is there a meaningful alternative to work? 
Do you have an identity and life apart from your professional role?  Who are you as a human being? 
 
7.  Diversify – expand your horizons 
Make “not work” more attractive by expanding activities with people, pets, new hobbies, vacations, play 
and spontaneous fun.  At home, could you dance or sing to a CD?  (In the Maori culture, there is no word 
for depression, but the shaman asks, “When did you stop singing?”)  On your calendar, mark your birth 
date each month, and that day choose to do an activity or visit some place you’ve never been before. 
 
8. Create a ritual for separating work and home 
You need down time from work worries, and your family deserves your full attention.  In the transition 
between work and home, take a few minutes to sit quietly, meditate, or listen to music.  You can also 
symbolically leave your workday behind, and anticipate being at home, with these simple steps: 

• Pick a physical place to shift your perspective, such as: 
o getting into your car or other transportation 
o passing by a distinctive landmark on the way home  
o pulling into your driveway 
o changing out of your professional clothes and into something informal 

• Take a deep inhale to focus your attention, and a deep exhale, imagining tension/worries leaving 
your body 

• Then decide on an image for your mind’s eye to help with the transition – some examples: 
o Your office door closing behind you, and your home door opening in front of you 
o An image of water (standing under a tropical waterfall,  a dive into a lake, swimming in 

the ocean) washing away the cares of the day, so that you can feel refreshed for the 
evening 



Action Plan 
Harise Stein, MD 

 
These are a variety of options to consider – see what seems best for you. 

 
Daily: 

• Bookend your day with positivity 
▫ Morning – 3 things grateful for 
▫ Evening – 3 good things that happened that day (also with partner, kids) 

• Don’t forget humor! 
• 10 min/day for you – examples: 

▫ Tool kit options 
▫ Meditate (Headspace app 10 free 10 min. sessions that explain mindfulness; other apps) 
▫ Yoga (there are apps that offer a routine based on how many minutes you have) 
▫ “7 min workout” (free at NY Times and others) 
▫ Music/dance/sing 
▫ Journaling 

 
Weekly: 

• Do something social not to do with medicine 
▫ Call relative, old friend 
▫ Date night 
▫ Meet someone for a walk, coffee 
▫ Religious/spiritual 
▫ Group outing or activity 

 
Monthly: 

• Discover something new on the date of your birth, such as: 
▫ Restaurant 
▫ Movie 
▫ Class 
▫ Walk  
▫ Meet someone 
▫ Try new exercise 
▫ Book 
▫ Museum 
▫ New instrument/art activity 

 
Quarterly: 

Choose even one thing from the hundreds of options: 
• Health Improvement Program http://med.stanford.edu/hip.html 
• Recreation Program http://cardinalrec.stanford.edu/recreation-classes/ 
• Continuing Studies http://continuingstudies.stanford.edu/ 
• Wellness Center classes http://wellmd.stanford.edu/sign-up.html 

 
Yearly: 

• Review work-life situation (partner also) 
• Fill in work-life balance sheet 
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