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Royal Roads University acknowledges that 
the campus is located on the traditional 
lands of the Xwsepsum (Esquimalt) and 
Lkwungen (Songhees) ancestors and families 
who have lived here for thousands of years.

This land has been part of the fabric of the 
life of Indigenous communities long before 
Hatley Castle was built, and it will be long 
into the future. It is with gratitude that we 
now learn and work here, where the past, 
present and future of Indigenous and
non-Indigenous students, faculty and
staff come together.
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Objectives

This presentation will:

- provide an overview of the 
impact of stress on the brain 
and nervous system 
functioning of healthcare 
leaders

- present an evidence-based, 
three step model for 
managing stress at the 
individual, team and 
organizational, and system 
levels



The Stressed Healthcare 
System

• The healthcare system exists to improve the health 
of individuals, families, and populations, but… 

• overcrowded, dehumanizing, confusing maze of 
fragmented silos

• The current healthcare system is often a highly 
stressful environment, for patients, their families, 
and for the employees of the system. 

• Healthcare leaders also experience stress, which can 
have profound repercussions if not well managed. 



Definition of Burnout

Burnout is a response to excessive, 
negative work-related stress, which 
consists of three major elements:

• Emotional exhaustion
• Depersonalization
• Reduced performance



Stress and Eustress in Burnout, 
Rustout, and Optimal Performance

• BUT

• Rustout or too little stress, is also damaging 

• Eustress is beneficial

• Optimal performance results from moderate 
stress, particularly positive stress



Impact of Stress on Healthcare 
Staff
• Physicians are burnt out (Drummond, 2014)

• Nurses are burnt out (Sarafis et al, 2016)

• Stress can impair professionals’ ability to 
provide supportive, patient and family-
centred care (Martin, 2017)

• Stress impairs rational decision-making 
(Hambrick et al, 2005)

• Stress increases medical errors (Hayashino et 
al, 2012)



Pain and Stress in Lab Workers

• Stress affects work ability of healthcare lab 
technicians (Jay et al, 2015)

• Typical daily work tasks such as: pipetting, 
preparing vial samples for analysis, and 
data processing on a computer including 
mouse work (Jay et al, 2014)

• Require precision in motor control and 
extended periods of time spent in static 
positions lead to neck and shoulder pain



Impact of Stress on Patients

• Patients frequently feel fearful, frustrated, 
and humiliated when in contact with the 
healthcare system

• Patient suicide rates are at their highest 
following discharge from psychiatric 
hospitalization (Hartney et al, 2007)

• Even when assessed as low risk, people are 
significantly more likely to die by suicide if 
they have more contact with services 
(Pirkola et al, 2005; Large et al, 2011)



Impact of Stress on Well-Being

Stress plays a key role in causing, 
triggering, and exacerbating a range of 
ailments, notably, those that place the 
greatest demands on the healthcare 
system: 

- mental health and substance use 
problems (Hollon et al, 2015) 

- coronary conditions (Redfors, 2013) 
- cancer (Flint &  Bovbjerg, 2012).  



Impact of Stress on Families

• Family members provide the majority of 
care at home in the community

• Placed under additional stress by the 
system, which stretches their personal 
resources to cope, and adds 
unnecessary burdens of discomfort, 
guilt, and conflict within the family 
system (Rankin, 2015) 

• Stress can have an intergenerational 
biological impact (Jirtle & Skinner, 
2007) 



Stress in Healthcare Leaders

Stress in health leaders has a high impact 
and there are far-reaching consequences of 
executive decisions on the functioning of 
their organizations (Ganser, 2005)  

Specific stressors include: 
• organizational competition (Tudu, 2013)
• role stress (Dornstein, 1977)
• unbounded responsibilities which are 

only applicable at the leadership level 
(Hambrick et a, 2005)



Effects of Work-Related Stress on 
the Brain

Work-related stress:

• is associated with reduced frontotemporal 
cortex activity, a condition observed in 
cases of depression (Kawasaki et al, 2015)

• increases incidence of migraines, which can 
become chronic in response to repeated 
stress, and can promote brain atrophy 
(Maleki et al, 2012; Soares et al, 2013)



Cognitive Effects of Stress

• Longer processing time and memory 
retrieval, higher vigilance and alertness, 
emotional hyperactivity, higher risk of 
substance use problems (Raistrick et al, 
2008)

• Anxiety problems (Calhoon & Tye, 2015) 

• Implicated in development and 
exacerbation of numerous other mental 
health problems (Sapolsky, 2015)



Impact of Stress on Leaders

• Stress impairs rational decision-making 
(Hambrick et al, 2005)

• Especially ethical decision-making (Selart & 
Johansen, 2011) 



Brainwave Patterns Under 
Stress

• EEG can be used to identify stress patterns 
in brainwave activity (Swingle, 2010)

• Ratio of slow (theta) to fast (beta) 
brainwaves is lower under stress

• There are benefits to healthcare leaders in 
brainwave training to reverse this pattern 
using neurofeedback (Swingle and Hartney, 
2018) or mindfulness (Mohapel, 2018)



Step 1 Personal Stress Management

Promote Eustress
• Develop self-awareness  of own stress 

patterns
• Practice mindfulness
• Practice work-life balance

Reduce Distress
• Practice self-care
• Counselling/psychotherapy if required
• Neurofeedback and biofeedback
• Substance use/addictions treatment if 

required



Step 2 Stress Management in 
Teams and Organizations

Promote Eustress
• Build relationships and socially supportive 

workplaces
• Encourage choice, control, hope and humour
• Facilitate work-life balance
• Celebrate success

Reduce Distress
• Encourage self- care, debriefing etc
• Tackle workplace bullying/harassment
• Develop trauma informed practice
• Develop sensory friendly environments
• Develop family-centred care



Step 3 Stress Management in 
Systems Transformation

Promote Eustress
• Advocate for psychologically healthy workplaces
• Promote work-life balance within health 

professions
• Disseminate evaluations of trauma-informed 

practice and sensory friendly initiatives

Reduce Distress
• Promote burnout prevention 
• Advocate for patient and family-centred care
• Promote values-based leadership
• Engage with wider system to transform 

healthcare



Questions?

• Open access report 
available at:

http://dx.doi.org/10.25316/IR-1091

• Journal article:

https://doi.org/10.1177/0840470417751157

http://dx.doi.org/10.25316/IR-1091
https://doi.org/10.1177/0840470417751157

