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COMMENTARY
Rediscovering Meaning and Purpose: An Approach

to Burnout in the Time of COVID-19 and Beyond
REDISCOVERING MEANING AND PURPOSE
Medicine is in the midst of a crisis, resulting in high rates of

burnout. Over the past few decades there has been an ero-

sion of meaning, largely caused by the de-humanizing com-

modification of medicine with its inattention to humanistic

values, where the focus is on rapid throughput and profit,

and where practitioners are forced to spend much of their

time engaged in tasks and activities unrelated to what they

find most meaningingful. This surge in burnout has been

magnified by the ongoing Coronavirus disease 2019

(COVID-19) pandemic.

We believe the current level of staff burnout is directly

related to loss of meaning and purpose in daily work. In this

viewpoint, we propose that medical institutions and health

care providers embrace the meaning-centered teaching

originally articulated by Viktor Frankl, MD, PhD and

expanded by scholars around the globe and from various

professional fields.

Frankl (1905-1997), a Viennese neurologist, psychia-

trist, and philosopher, proposed that the primary motivation

of human behavior was not pleasure (Freud) or power

(Adler), but the desire to seek meaning and purpose in one’s

life. He called his style of clinical practice logotherapy

(meaning-centered therapy) and published numerous

ground-breaking books, including Man’s Search for Mean-

ing1 and The Doctor and the Soul.2
HOW IMPORTANT ARE MEANING AND PURPOSE
IN MEDICAL PRACTICE?
In a study of 465 academic physicians,3 those who spent

<20% of their time at work engaged in the activity they
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found most personally meaningful had significantly

higher rates of burnout (53.8%) compared with those

who spent >20% of their work time (29.9%) engaged in

such activities. Further, the less time engaged in the

most meaningful activity was the strongest predictor of

burnout, followed by working more hours per week,

younger age, and working as a generalist rather than

subspecialist.

In a series of publications based on a survey of 2000 full-

time members of the American Academy of Family Physi-

cians,4 the factor most strongly associated with physician

happiness was career purpose, which included career satis-

faction, joy in work, spiritual purpose, and meaning in

patient relationships. A sense of calling and having long-

term relationships with patients were strongly associated

with high life meaning. In most cases, extrinsic motivators,

such as annual income or other work-related characteristics,

were not related to well-being, life satisfaction, life mean-

ing, or career commitment.

That meaning, purpose, and calling are so strongly

linked to physician well-being is consistent with a large

body of research linking meaning and purpose to mental,

physical, and spiritual health. For example, in the Health

and Retirement Study of 6985 subjects who were followed

over a 4-year period, stronger purpose in life was associated

with decreased mortality.5 Meaning and purpose is also

strongly associated with resilience,6 something that is

essential for all medical practitioners.

Recently, a number of institutions have recommended

that a greater sense of meaning and purpose be re-infused

into the practice of medicine. A Press Ganey white paper7

on burnout and resilience in medicine emphasized the need

to “more reliably find meaning, pleasure and respect” in

work; and the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical

Education8 recommended that trainees have more direct

contact with patients as a way to enhance meaning. The call

to focus on meaning and purpose is even more pressing dur-

ing the COVID-19 pandemic. In a 2020 survery of over

2300 physicians, the Physicians Foundation9 found that

30% of respondents reported feelings of hopelessness or

having no purpose as a result of pandemic-related changes

in their practice.
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WHAT DO DOCTORS FIND MEANINGFUL ABOUT
THEIR WORK?
In a qualitatitive study conducted at annual meetings of the

American College of Physicians and the Society of General

Internal Medicine,10 3 major themes emerged: 1) experienc-

ing a change in perspective about human nature, them-

selves, their roles, illness, or patient care after involvement

in a profound or emotional event; 2) connecting with

patients in moments of intimacy; and 3) feeling that they

had made a difference in patients’ lives. The author’s were

“struck” that nearly all participants wrote about nontechni-

cal humanistic interactions with patients rather than diag-

nostic and therapeutic successes.

While the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a

renewed sense of purpose for some health care workers, for

others it has meant reduced time with patients in moments

of intimacy. Further, some have had to wrestle with moral

and ethical dilemmas including having to make life-and-

death decisions based on limited resources and watching

patients suffer and sometimes die alone. These issues can

contribute to guilt, sadness, and burnout.
HOW CAN FRANKLIAN PRINCIPLES ENHANCE
MEANING AT WORK FOR MEDICAL
PROFESSIONALS?
Frankl advocated finding meaning through: 1) creative acts or

what we give to the world; 2) experiences that we take from

the world; and 3) attitude.1,2,11 Creative acts include tasks to

be accomplished, one’s career, making a difference in some-

one’s life, and alleviating suffering. Experiential values

include witnessing courage in the face of tragedy and

experiencing deeply emotional encounters with suffering

patients. Attitudinal values means choosing an attitude toward

an unalterable fate such as chronic illness or imminent death,

what Frankl called the last of the human freedoms.
HOW DOES FRANKL’S PHILOSOPHICAL
APPROACH DIFFER FROM OTHER TEACHINGS?
Compared with other philosophical and psychological

teachings, logo-philosophy sees life in terms of solutions

rather than problems, focuses on goals rather than obstacles,

emphasizes discovering rather than uncovering, and is

holistic rather than reductionistic. It is future oriented,

focuses on personal strengths, emphasizes individual val-

ues, and places responsibility for change on patients, practi-

tioners, and institutions.12 With systems, Franklian

interventions can help organizations build frameworks,

structures, and supports to maintain a sense of meaning in

the work environment.
CONCLUSION
The practice of medicine has changed substantially over the

past few decades, with an accompanying loss of meaning

and purpose. As noted by Christine Sinsky of the American
Medical Association, “At the highest level we are discon-

nected from our purpose and have lost touch with the things

that give joy and meaning to our work.”13 The cost is enor-

mous. We must not forget the wisdom of of William Osler,

who believed that the medical profession was not a busi-

ness, but rather a calling.

Based on a large body of psychological and organiza-

tional research, we believe that helping employees, trainees,

and medical institutions rediscover meaning and purpose in

their work will improve morale and motivation, reduce

burnout and depression, lessen staff turnover, and improve

health care outcomes. While numerous health care experts

and organizations have identified the need to rediscover and

foster meaning in medicine, practical approaches have been

relatively elusive. The basic principles and teachings of

Frankl’s logotherapy have time-tested answers for discover-

ing meaning and purpose in life.

Health care, with its mission of service to patients, fami-

lies, and communities, provides a unique opportunity for all

health care employees to experience high levels of meaning

in their work. It is up to medical leaders to create an envi-

ronment with policies, procedures, and training opportuni-

ties that help all employees understand and connect with

the organization’s ultimate mission of service.

Frankl believed that every crisis presents an opportunity

for growth. We propose that teaching the principles put

forth by Viktor Frankl to health care students, medical care-

givers, hospital administrators, and patients would help to

bring professional satisfaction and meaning back to medi-

cine in the time of COVID-19 and beyond.
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