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J. Bryan Sexton, PhD
Director, Duke Center for 
Healthcare Safety and Quality
Duke University Health System

Bite-sized well-being 
During Times of Uncertainty

@JBryanSexton1

Overview:

•crash course in well-being
•bite-sized strategies (individuals & groups)

•resources to share
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Well-Being Redefined:

The ability to “do stuff”

Haidari et. al, 2021 Journal of Perinatology. Maternal 
and neonatal health care worker well-being and 
patient safety climate amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
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COVID-19 impact is equivalent of 2.5 EMRs in 1 
year

Haidari et. al, 2021 Journal of Perinatology. Maternal 
and neonatal health care worker well-being and 
patient safety climate amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

Higher 
Standardized 

Mortality Ratios
Welp, Meier & Manser. Front 
Psychol. 2015 Jan 22;5:1573. 

Burnout is 
associated with:

Medication Errors
Fahrenkopf et al. BMJ. 
2008 Mar 1;336(7642):488–91.

Infections
Cimiotti, Aiken, Sloane and Wu. 

Am J Infect Control. 
2012 Aug;40(6):486–90.

Lower Patient 
Satisfaction
Aiken et al. BMJ 2012;344:
e1717 Vahey, Aiken et al. 
Med Care. 2004 February; 
42(2 Suppl): II57–II66.

5

6



8/25/2022

4

We have data from 30,000 
healthcare workers in:

Sept 2019
Sept 2020

Sept 2021/Jan 2022

In Press: JAMA Network Open

7

8



8/25/2022

5

41

46

49

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

2019 2020 2021

%

Emotional Exhaustion 
by Healthcare Worker Role

Nurse (n=15015)

41

46

49

32

28

38

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

2019 2020 2021

%

Emotional Exhaustion 
by Healthcare Worker Role

Nurse (n=15015)

Physician
(n=1656)

9

10



8/25/2022

6

41

46

49

31

36

41

32

28

38

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

2019 2020 2021

%

Emotional Exhaustion 
by Healthcare Worker Role

Nurse (n=15015)

All Others
(n=20516)

Physician
(n=1656)

0 10 20 30 40 50

Nurse
Nurses Aide/CNA/PCA/PCT

Clinical Support (Medical Assistant/EMT/etc.)
Technologist (e.g. Surg./Lab/Rad.)

Technician (e.g., Surg/Lab/EKG/Rad/Pharm)
Pharmacist

Clinical Social Worker
Therapist (RT/PT/OT/Speech)

Other
Admin Support (Clerk/Secretary/Receptionist)

Administrator/Manager

Physician: Attending/Staff
Physician: Non-employed

Physician: Resident

Overall

%EE

Emotional Exhaustion 
by Healthcare Worker Role 2019

2020

2021

11

12



8/25/2022

7

Burnout is intense, can we 
cause it to go down?

We need 
bite-sized 
strategies
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Psychology of Burnout
Your focus and reflections 

determine your reality
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Psychology of Burnout
Your 
determines 
your reality

Notice anything 
unusual about this 

lung scan?

Harvard researchers found that 83%
of radiologists didn't notice the gorilla 
in the top right portion of this image.
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What the burned out eyes are able to
see is limited:
Eye-tracking of attention of burned out 
and depressed participants was the same: 
more focus on dysphoric stimuli/ 
less focus on positive stimuli
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Blurt Task – Don’t be shy…
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What is well-being?
The ability to see the good and
the bad across situations.
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What is burnout?

Christina Maslach, PhD
author of the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)
Professor Emeritus, Berkeley

MBI 3 Pillars of Burnout:
• Emotional Exhaustion (overwhelmed, drained, unable to meet 

demands)

• Depersonalization (callousness, seeing others as objects)

• Inefficacy (diminishes sense of accomplishment)
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What is 
burnout?
Burnout is what 
happens when it gets 
really hard to notice 
something funny, 
interesting, or 
amazing…

Burnout, at its core, 
is the impaired ability to 

experience positive emotion.
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Personality Processes 
and Individual Differences

Age 85:
80% of 1st still alive; 
only 50% of 4th

Age 94:
50% of 1st still alive;
only 13% of 4th

Positive Emotions in Early Life
Quartile rankings of the number of positive emotion sentences in autobiographies written in 
early life and the probability of survival in late life for 180 participants in the Nun Study

The nuns who expressed more positive 

emotions lived, on average, a decade longer
than their less cheerful peers.
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Joy Gratitude

Serenity Interest

Hope

Pride Amusement

Inspiration

LoveAwe
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Motiv Emot. 2000 Dec; 24(4): 237–258.

Amusement

Contentment

Neutral

Sadness

0 5040302010

Time (seconds)

Through 
Positive 
Emotions…

Positive Emotions 
Recharge your 

Batteries…
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How to make positive emotions 
more accessible, when the negative 

are so prevalent?  
A simple intervention called 

3 Good Things…

Three Good Things
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39

40



8/25/2022

21

8

12

16

Pre-
test

Post-
test

One
week

One
month

Three
months

Six
months

D
ep

re
ss

iv
e 

Sy
m

p
to

m
s Placebo control (n = 70)

Three good things (n = 59)

Three Good Things

Seligman, Steen, Park & Peterson, 2005

Effect Sizes

Baseline to 
1-Mo Follow-up

Baseline to 
6-Mo Follow-up

Burnout 0.25 0.34

concerning 
threshold sub-group

0.61 0.68

Depression 0.41 0.52

concerning 
threshold sub-group

1.57 1.38
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Adair, Kennedy & Sexton 2020
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Percent Concerning after 3 Good Things
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#1 We are hard-wired to remember 
the negative.

The negative screams at you, 
but the positive only 
whispers…

—Barbara Fredrickson
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#1 We are hard-wired to remember 
the negative.

#2 Enhanced recall of material reviewed during last 2   
wakeful hours.

#3 With practice (by day 4 or 5) reflecting 
on the positive leads to noticing more 
positive.

`

We’ll send you a text or 
email link…
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Meeting Agenda Item

-One good thing so far this week
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Evaluation from Participants of 3GT

96% said that they would recommend the 
3 Good Things exercise to a friend

86% said that they have encouraged 
others to try 3 Good Things

93% said they would like to participate 
in 3 Good Things again next year

 3GT on demand (start anytime)

 Choose email or text format

 Share with your colleagues
(bit.ly/start3gt)
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Please use your mobile:

bit.ly/start3gt

point your phone 
camera at QR code
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bit.ly/start3gt

bit.ly/start3gt
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 Time to enroll: 
2–5 minutes

 Time each evening: 
2 minutes

 Time to finish: 
2 weeks

bit.ly/start3gt

 Negative is like Velcro,
positive is like Teflon

 3GT enhances your 
ability to see the 
positive that is there

 scalable from 
individual to work 
setting levels

bit.ly/start3gt
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bit.ly/3gtdemo
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“So how are we going to 
harm the next patient 

around here?”

Traditional Patient Safety Rounding Frame:
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“What are three things that are 
going well around here, and 

one thing that could be 
better?”

Positive Rounding Frame:
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Do senior leaders ask for information about what is going well in this work 
setting (e.g., people who deserve special recognition for going above and 
beyond, celebration of successes, etc.)?

4th Quartile 3rd Quartile 2nd Quartile 1st Quartile

This Quartile – LOW 
Positive Rounding

This Quartile – HIGH 
Positive Rounding

Sexton, J. B., Adair, K. C., Profit, J., et al. 
Safety culture and workforce well-being associations with Positive WalkRounds. Jt Comm J Patient Saf Qual. In press, 2021.
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Sexton, J. B., Adair, K. C., Profit, J., et al. 
Safety culture and workforce well-being associations with Positive WalkRounds. Jt Comm J Patient Saf Qual. In press, 2021.

Safety Culture & Well-Being by Positive Rounding Quartiles
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The Leadership scale begins with the prompt “In this work setting, local 
leadership…”. Then individual items ask:

Is available at predictable times.
Regularly makes time to provide positive feedback to me about how I am doing.
Provides frequent feedback about my performance.
Provides useful feedback about my performance.
Communicates their expectations to me about my performance.

Each 10-point increase in Leadership was 
associated with a 28% reduction in the odds 
of burnout for the respondent

Pausing and reflecting is the secret sauce for:
• individual interventions
• institutional interventions
• effective leadership practices
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Session Summary

• Well-being is the ability to see the good and the bad 
across situations.

• Access to positive emotions is key to understating 
burnout and burnout interventions

• Evidence-based bite-sized strategies have enduring 
effects

Things to do…
• Finish bit.ly/start3gt

• Share/show the 3GT video: bit.ly/3gtdemo

• Share tool flyer

• Look for the role of positive emotions in interventions/activities 
intended to help well-being

• Meeting agenda item: 1 good thing so far this week?
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Enduring Resources 
(for Pausing & Reflecting)

Institutional 
resources

Positive Rounding

2nd Victim Support

Psychologically 
Safe Leadership

Leader WalkRounds

Individual 
resources

www.hsq.dukehealth.org

What questions do you have?
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How else can I work on 
my well-being right now?

J. Bryan Sexton, PhD
Director, Duke Center for 
Healthcare Safety and Quality
Duke University Health System

WELL-B
Evidence-Based
Pandemic Recovery Series
For Healthcare Workers
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Well-Being Redefined:

The ability to “do stuff”

We need 
bite-sized 
strategies
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Recorded
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Well-being Essentials for Learning Life-Balance (WELL-B)

• Work-Life Integration: Measuring & Understanding Health Care 
Worker Well-Being

• Gratitude as Easy Well-Being: New Science on an Old Practice 
• The Voice in Your Head isn’t Always Kind: Evidence-Based Self-

Compassion
• Science of Wow: Cultivating Awe and Wonder as a Well-Being 

Strategy

bit.ly/wlbtool
bit.ly/grattool
bit.ly/selfcomptool
bit.ly/awetool

Cultivate Work-Life Balance
Cultivate Gratitude

Self Compassion Tool
Cultivate Awe
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To enroll:
bit.ly/wellbduke

or scan QR code

bit.ly/start3gt

bit.ly/wellbduke

What questions do you have?

Oct 10-13 2022
4 hr essentials

3GT TOOL

bit.ly/3gtdemo3 min VIDEO

@JBryanSexton1
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