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PERSONAL VIEW

Evolving trends in balancing work and family
for future academic physicians: a role for
personal stories

REBECCA HARRISON
Cregon Health & Science University, Portland, Oregon, USA

Abstract

Overlapping trends in medicine include, (1) an increasing number of women entering medicine, (2) 2 growing number of
generation X physicians, (3) the implementation of duty hour regulations, and (4) a diversifying workforce which have all
contributed to the need for mentoring leamers and young faculty in the area of balancing work and family. In pace with the
increasing complexity of their lives and practices, women trainees and young physicians are seeking creative solutions to the
challenges of simultaneous work and parenting. As teachers and mentors in academic medicine, it is our calling to share our own
personal stories about personal and professional balance to help attract, retain, and anchor the next generation of physicians and

identify policies in need of change.

1 was recently mentoring a very gilted medical swdent
Listening intentdly, I gathered my thouglus abow this young
women who was seeking advice. She loved her third year
internal medicine clerkship experience, had developed
wonderful bedside skills, nawrally knew how to listen to
patients, had astute physical diagnostic skills, and was an
effective teacher. She thrived in the highly captivating and
enticing environment of a university hospital. Everyone said
she was an ideal candidate for academics, vet she was
troubled.

She worried about not having balance in her life if she
entered academics. Her mother had recently become ill and
suddenly her priorities were with her aging parents. She
wanted a marriage, children and quality family time. She
wanted to foster her passion for music. As I contemplated her
dilemma, I realized, here lies the future of academic medicine.
‘How do you balance it all’ she asked? During my medical
school and residency training, there was linle discussion or
direct memtoring on the topic. 1 viewed those who had
children as somehow mysteriously becoming enlightened
about personal and professional balance. I'd somehow figure
it out when it happened to me.

Looking back, I thrived for four years as a full tme
hospitalist and clinician educator until the birth of my first child
in 2001. While I lamented about not spending enough time
with my daughter, I retumed to my full time position. One year
later I gave birth to twins so in two years I was the mother of
two infants and a toddler. While fatiguing and at times
incredibly wying, being 2 mother was like no other life
experience. Wanting to be a ‘hands on' and present parent,
I decelerated my career working half of a full time position via

the Society of General Internal Medicine Horn Scholars Award
(Society of General Internal Medicine 2007) and was given the
opportunity to reflect on *balance’. As my career slowed down,
I contemplated what it meant to be a dedicated academician
and mother. Three years after transitioning to a part-time
academic hospitalist position, becoming the 4th year Clerkship
Director, and spending more time with my family, I realize that
1 may never “achieve balance’ and I will continuously juggle
work and home life, but I am more fulfilled. Part-time work
provides me space to reflect upon what I value most in my
work and home life and provides some flexibility in how and
where I spend my time.

This student before me is asking about ‘balance’. Reflecting
on this, I have leamed that it is as diverse and variable as
people’s lives. At times I question the emphasis on the term.
It evokes an image of an instrument for weighing that has a
beam supporting two pans of equal weight suspended from it's
ends, Those who try 1o achieve it may oscillate back and forth,
constantly secking a physical equilibrium, a mental and
emotional steadiness. Playgrounds, stethoscopes, yoga, dicta-
tions - back and forth between two or more potentially chaotic
worlds. While the daily practice of balance is certainly
a valuable aspiration, fulfillment may be, for some physicians,
2 more encompassing and guiding state to strive for as we
seek satisfacion in our personal and professional lives.
However, this requires self-reflection, prioritization of choices,
recognition of sacrifices and inner peace about how we spend
our time.

Whether planning one’s own career or advising peers
or learners, we must share and learn from life experiences.
‘There are no guidebooks or road maps for today’s physicians
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