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In its new International Classification of Diseases, ICD-11, “burnout” has been
classified as a true syndrome by the World Health Organization (WHO).! The
WHO now recognizes burnout as chronic workplace stress that has not been
appropriately managed, associated with feelings of (1) exhaustion, (2) negativism
or cynicism toward a job and (3) reduced effectiveness or accomplishment. While
the COVID-19 pandemic increased attention to burnout, it has long been in
existence, especially in individuals employed in the healthcare industry.? Burnout
impacts individuals through both mental and physical health problems and impacts
their patients who might receive poorer care.?®

There is evidence that prevalence of burnout among allopathic and osteopathic
physicians is twice that of other professions, related to the need to perform at a high
cognitive level with heavy workloads and serious consequences of error.* With
increasing scope of practice, optometrists have the same risks as other physicians.
Unfortunately, due to authors’ own distinct definitions of burnout, the prevalence
range from past studies varies widely, from 0% to 80.5% in one meta-analysis.
There is little information on burnout in optometry, but the largest study to date has
been of Australian optometrists. Using the Maslach Burnout Inventory survey, that
study found high burnout in 56.1% of participants as indicated by exhaustion,
57.1% by cynicism and 23.1% by professional efficacy, numbers comparable to
medical physicians, but it did not report an overall prevalence based on all three
domains of burnout.® The full set of symptoms must occur together to meet the
official definition of a syndrome.

The highest risks of burnout in healthcare providers are workload, autonomy, and
supervisor support.> While there is still inconsistency among studies across
healthcare disciplines, the Australian study suggests that burnout in optometry is
higher than in the general population and in other health professionals.®
Interestingly, younger individuals may be more likely to suffer burnout than older,
more resilient providers.” Other demographics are shown to have an influence on
burnout frequency, and it is probable that mode of practice also plays a role among
optometrists.

With the WHO definition of burnout, new studies will need to be conducted
across healthcare disciplines using the same diagnostic criteria so that better
comparisons can be established. Also, with the amount of burnout associated with
healthcare workers, early assessment or (even better) prevention of burnout is
needed to assure the well-being of the medical community and its delivery of
quality patient care. For this to occur, better predictors of physician burnout must
be identified, particularly within those disciplines (e.g., optometry, dentistry) that
have not been well-represented in previous studies. These disciplines differ enough
from their medical colleagues that there may be unique factors leading to burnout,
especially if any of these specialties is determined to be high risk.
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| am pleased to be leading a study to determine the prevalence and predictors of
healthcare burnout in U.S. optometrists, a group that is under-represented in the
current literature on this topic. While burnout has not been consistently defined
among previous studies, this study will adhere to the WHO definition, to assure an
accurate prevalence for future comparison with optometrists in other countries and
with other healthcare providers both in the U.S. and internationally. The survey
data will be used to determine if the factors of practice type and workload may
influence burnout and could be considered predictors. Predictors will be used to
theorize appropriate interventions and their timing. With a good study design, this
project using the WHO definition may serve as a template for others.

A future survey will be forthcoming to assess the depth and breadth of burnout
amongst optometrists in a variety of modes of practice. Good participation in this
survey will provide more valid results, and the study findings will be helpful to the
profession.
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