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“Exercise is 
medicine, and 
we need to be 
prescribing it 
to ourselves 
as well as our 
patients.”

The concept of  “burnout” has recently surfaced and 
is starting to receive its much needed attention and 
concern. Burnout is described as a maladaptive re-
sponse to job stressors as defined by emotional ex-
haustion, depersonalization, and a decreased sense 
of  personal accomplishment.1 The rate of  burnout 
amongst emergency physicians (EPs) is incredibly 
high, reaching up to 75%.2 Burnout is associated 

with negative outcomes for EPs, including poor decision making at work, 
increased medical errors and negative attitudes towards patients and 
colleagues. Outside of  the emergency department, burnout is associated 
with poor health and chronic illness.3

In surveying physicians, exercise is one of  the key factors in building 
resilience, maintaining wellness, and decreasing burnout.4 While it may 
not be the panacea for the prevention of  physician burnout, exercise can 
serve as an avenue to obtain and maintain wellness. In addition, exercise 
and proper nutrition decreases the likelihood of  EPs developing chronic 
disease such as diabetes, hypertension, and even dementia. 

During clinical training, when work free time is minimal, residents often 
succumb to physical inactivity and poor diets. Dietary staples for the 
emergency resident include energy or “protein” bars, sandwiches and/or 
packaged foods. These foods tend to be fast, easy to prepare and sat-
isfy (at least temporarily) hunger. However, they usually contain refined, 
processed carbohydrates and fats. Consumption of  these refined carbo-
hydrates leads to large fluctuations in blood sugar and eventually insulin 
resistance. Insulin resistance! That’s right, the very basis of  diabetes 
and its long-term negative sequelae on health. The consumption of  high 
sugar foods also decreases the endogenous production of  growth hor-
mone. Growth hormone serves as our fountain of  youth; it promotes lean 
body weight, joint health, muscle mass, and the production of  collagen to 
maintain our skin and hair. Without our supply of  growth hormone, insulin 
resistance, obesity and its chronic health problems are accelerated.

In addition to diet/growth hormone, EPs become even more prone to 
insulin resistance from the high stress environment in which we work and 
because of  shift work. Stress causes perpetually elevated levels of  corti-
sol and a blunting of  the normal diurnal cortisol curve, which in turn has 
been associated with insulin resistance.5 Shiftwork also causes a disrup-
tion in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis. In fact, one night of  sleep 
deprivation can cause as much insulin resistance as six months of  being 
on a junk food diet.6 Insulin resistance, high cortisol levels combined with 
physical inactivity creates a pro-inflammatory milieu within our bodies. 
This inflammation has been attributed to obesity, diabetes, and depres-
sion. I believe that this pro-inflammatory lifestyle is leading to an increase 
rate of  burnout in EPs. 

Frequently, unhealthy habits that are developed during residency become 
engraved into the lives of  EPs as they transition into practice. However, 
we are not destined to a life of  stress, chronic disease and burnout. Our 
environment is loading the gun but we pull the trigger. We need to change 
our environment to work for us, not against us. How can we do this? To 
start, remove all the unhealthy options out of  the equation by not keep-
ing them in your house and/or your work environment. This might seem 
extreme but it can help kick start someone into making nutritious food 
selections including plenty of  vegetables, lean proteins and complex car-
bohydrates. Healthy eating in this manner becomes the default and not 
the exception. In a similar light, preparing food ahead of  time for the week 
(or for a few shifts) also helps to budget smart food options. Practical 
on shift habits includes scheduling hydration breaks and small breaks 
for nutritious snacks, which will facilitate steady blood glucose levels. By 
avoiding large fluctuations in blood sugar, you are lessening the likelihood 
of  excessive “hangry” caloric intake post-shift. 

Moreover, we cannot afford to not exercise. Exercise is medicine, and 
we need to be prescribing it to ourselves as well as our patients. We 
can decrease and even reverse insulin resistance with a combination of  
aerobic (cardiovascular) and anaerobic (strength training, high intensity 
intervals) exercise. We need to set realistic goals about exercise and 
attempt to schedule it in advance as you would schedule a meeting, or 
a shift. An impactful exercise program will combine the above modali-
ties at least three to six times per week for at least 30 minutes. Ideally, 
exercise should be performed in a setting that is enjoyable for you as an 
individual so that it is maintainable. Options to choose from are vast and 
include group fitness classes, outdoor activities like hiking, dancing and 
weightlifting. Exercise and nutrition can serve to fuel your wellness tank. 
In this manner, your tank is full when the daily stressors we encounter try 
to empty it.
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Exercise is key in mitigating this insulin resistance and improving mental 
wellness and burnout. By using exercise as a tool to fight burnout, we can 
promote healthy lifestyles amongst EPs. Additionally, we as doctors have 
the responsibility of  promoting healthy behaviors in our patients. How, 
though, can we preach ideologies that we don’t practice and expect our 
patients to follow. In fact, it has been shown that sharing personal nutri-
tion/exercise behaviors with patients improves our credibility and gives 
our patients more motivation. We need to empower ourselves, exercise, 
and eat nutritious foods. In doing so, we can prevent burnout, improve 
our own health, improve the health of  our patients and the health of  the 
world. 
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Are You Ready? 
CV and Cover Letter Review Service: Enhance your 
credentials. Increase your job opportunities. 

YPS Members 
The Young Physicians Section (YPS) offers FREE 
curriculum vitae review for YPS members as part of  
your membership! YPS — Invested in your future. 

Graduating Residents
For $25, have your CV & cover letter 
reviewed by an experienced member of  
the YPS board! The service fee will be 
applied to your dues if  you join AAEM as 
an Associate for Full Voting member. This 
offer is only valid for the year following 
your residency graduation — so be sure 
to take advantage of  it today! 

Interested in more tips? Join YPS to receive the Rules of  the Road for 
Young Emergency Physicians eBook

Written for emergency physicians in their first seven years of  practice 
after residency, this book is a continuation of  the Rules of  the Road 
series already available for medical students and residents.

It is an essential guide for new physi-
cians with tips for today, tomorrow, and 
years to come. Access the multimedia 
e-book and videos from your cell phone, 
tablet, or computer.

RSA BOOKSTORE Great deals always available at aaem.org/bookstore.

Select titles now available in eBook format! Visit the bookstore website for more information.
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