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OPINION 

Op-Ed: Hand a burned-out 
healthcare worker a baked good, and 
'muffin rage' may follow 

"Muffin rage" is what the French peasants might have felt if Marie 
Antoinette had leaned out the window and cheerfully shouted at 
them to just eat cake. (Genevieve Ko / Los Angeles Times) 

BY JILLIAN HORTON 

DEC. 12, 2021 3:10 AM PT 



“I was angry because I didn’t need a muffin. I needed 
years’ worth of good sleep. I needed time to see my 

family, a mere thousand miles away. I needed a 
vacation. I was so burned out and depressed that I 

should have been seeing a psychiatrist. I was deep, 
deep inside a black hole, and instead of a rope and 

flashlight, somebody had offered me a muffin.”

—Jillian Horton, MD



§ Muffin rage is what we feel when there is a vast chasm
between our actual needs and what another person or an
institution thinks we need.

§ We are doing a difficult task, in untenable conditions and
without acknowledgment, which causes us to carry around
tightly controlled anger, resentment and despair.

§ When another party makes an offer that is so inadequate
relative to our actual needs, it jolts us into a state of
seemingly disproportionate rage.

Muffin Rage



Have you 
been there?



Current 
Reality



Uncertainty
Turbulence



§ Global Covid-19 Pandemic –
serial waves

§ Growing consciousness of 
systemic racism

§ Deeply divisive politics in the US 
and abroad

§ Healthcare Workforce – endured 
even more stress and trauma

Unprecedented



Impact of Stress and Burnout



Personal Losses

§ Small and 
inconsequential

§ Massive and life altering

§ Losses have 
accumulated over time



§ Grief, anxiety, depression, stress

§ Spiritual crisis, suffering

§ Isolation and loneliness 

Emotions Associated 
with Loss



Cumulative grief and loss deeply 
impact the body, mind and spirit

Cumulative Losses



People who surround us are also experiencing 
their own losses.

Collective Losses



Universal and 
Deeply Personal

None of our 
experiences are 
the same.



§ Crisis in healthcare 
workforce related to 
stress and burnout.

§ Wellbeing of the 
workforce was already 
compromised.

Pre-Pandemic



§ Deep feelings of compassion, hope, 
connection and intimacy

§ While there is the reality of loss, there is 
also the potential of growth

Other Emotions Activated



What do 
we need 

now?



Address Systems 
Issues

Support Personal 
Wellbeing

Urgent



National Academy of Medicine



Voices of Healthcare Workers

Hear me

(Shanafelt et al, 2020)

Protect me

Prepare me

Support me

Care for me



People need to know 
that they matter and 
what they do matters



Organizational 
Mattering

§ YOU Matter
§ What you do 

Matters



Mattering



§ I am noticed.

§ I am cared about.

§ I am depended upon.

§ I would be missed if I was not here.

§ I am appreciated.

§ My leader is interested in what I say and do.

§ My leader is invested in my success.

Leader’s Role is Critical



§ Think about the best leaders you have ever 
worked for in your career. What impact did these 
leaders have on your work and personal life?

§ Did you feel as though you mattered and that 
what you did within the organization mattered? 
Did they help you see how your work fit into the 
bigger picture of the organization or even in 
society?

Reflection





§ Meaning helps you resist and 
recover from burnout.

§ Meaning is the experience of 
feeling like we are connected to 
something bigger than 
ourselves.

§ The cure for burnout is not only 
“self-care.” It is all of us caring 
for one another. 

Meaning and Burnout



§ Emotional roller coaster

§ Emotions don’t just fade away

§ We can bury emotions under the 
surface, but they generally emerge 
and often in unexpected ways

Process Your 
Experience



§ Grief is one of the most painful experiences we will face as 
humans.

§ Moving through grief is a unique process.

§ Grief has its own timeline.

§ What works for one person, may not work for another. 
There is not a “right” way to grieve.

§ People don’t “get over” grief and loss – they can learn to 
live with the loss.

Grief



§ Allow grief

§ Explore and process your 
feelings

§ Grief has its own timeline

§ Notice positive moments
§ Meaning, perspective, 

lessons learned

How to Heal from Loss?



How to Heal from Loss?

§ Take care of yourself

§ Ask for help

§ Bring compassion to self 
and others

§ Allow ourselves to love 
and be loved



Everyone Has 
A Story

§ Get in touch with our own 
story and the story of others

§ Connects us deeply and 
can be a strategy for 
healing and growth



§ What has it been like for you 
during the pandemic?

§ What are your greatest 
challenges?

§ Where are you finding support? 
Workplace, other?

§ What support has been most 
meaningful and helpful?

§ What do you need now?

Deep Conversation



Invest in Your 
Wellbeing





The reasons we want to 
be alive – Atul Gawande M.D.

WELLBEING



The Way 
Forward:

Engaging People in 
Designing a New Future



Great 
Resignation

Great 
Reimagination



New HBR Paper 
on Leadership



§ Perpetual – occurring all the time 
in an ongoing way

§ Pervasive – unfolding in multiple 
areas of life at once

§ Exponential – accelerating at an 
increasingly rapid rate

Reality of Change – 3D



Reality of Change – 3D

§ From thinking linearly and locally
§ To exponentially and systemically



§ Leader humility, authenticity and openness 
instills trust and psychological safety.

§ Trust and psychological safety empower 
individuals and teams.

§ Continuously learning teams enable effective 
navigation of 3D change.

§ Shared purpose and values enhances focus, 
cohesion, and resilience. 

Leadership Pillars



Leadership 
Roadmap

§ Leadership development

§ Empowered teams

§ Alignment of vision, 
priorities, goals and 
resources



Leadership Competencies

Deep 
listening

Awareness 
of systems

Awareness 
of self

Seeking 
diverse 

perspectives

Suspending 
certainty, embracing 

uncertainty

Taking 
adaptive 

action



Where do 
we begin?



Deep Listening



“We’d all fare better if we went a 
little deeper than baked goods 
and simply asked, what do you 
really need? And then listened.”

—Jillian Horton, MD



Design Thinking 101

Based on the simple, yet radical 
idea that the people who face 
the problem every day are the 
ones who most likely hold the 
keys to the answer.

(Brown, 2009)



Design Thinking Process

§ Deeply understand the people you are wanting to serve.

§ Dream up many ideas.

§ Create innovate solutions that are rooted in people’s 
actual needs. 

(Brown, 2009)



Design Thinking Lens



What Should We Put 
on the Table?

Everything



§ Drivers of stress and burnout

§ Employee engagement

§ Factors that contribute to personal and 
organizational wellbeing

§ Mattering
§ Characteristics of effective leaders

§ Organizational system change strategies

Research



Commitment –
Culture of Wellbeing

§ Resources

§ Behaviors of leaders



Leadership

§ Systems – shared 
accountability

§ Local – distributed 
leadership



§ Policies and practices align vs. conflict 
with professional commitment to patient 
care and ability to do work

§ Eliminate policies that are not relevant –
wide guide rails and thin rule book

• (Sinsky et al, 2020)

Policies



§ Staffing

§ Scheduling

§ Minimizing administrative tasks

§ Reengineering workflows – EHR, supply and equipment 
distribution, process reengineering, optimize technology

§ Empowering teamwork and a culture of connection

§ Care Model Innovation

Work Environment



Resources



NAM

Action Collaborative on Clinician Wellbeing



Bakken Center 
Resources

Personal 
Wellbeing

Leadership Development 
and Systems Change



Free Webinars

We offer monthly webinars on a variety 
of topics designed to help you take 
charge of your health and wellbeing. 
Webinars are free but registration is 
required.

Learn more at 
csh.umn.edu/community/free-
webinars



Mindfulness-Based 
Stress Reduction

Intro to 
Mindfulness

Mindfulness at 
Work

Learn mindfulness 
techniques such as 
guided instruction, gentle 
stretching, mindful yoga, 
mindful communication, 
and daily at-home 
practices.

z.umn.edu/MBSR

This 4-week course 
explores what 
mindfulness is (and isn’t) 
through direct experience 
and discussion. Each 
week we will investigate 
a different aspect of 
mindfulness and its 
implications for your life.

z.umn.edu/
IntroToMindfulness

Mindfulness at Work 
explores key mindfulness 
traits and how they relate to 
essential workplace skills, 
such as presence, emotional 
regulation, resilience, 
cognitive flexibility, and 
communication, all of which 
are critical skills for thriving 
at work.

z.umn.edu/
MindfulnessAtWork

Mindfulness 
Programming



Mindful Mondays

§ Free drop-in sessions

§ Noon to 1 PM Central

• Refresh and recharge yourself with an informal hour 
of meditation and light movement. Our experienced 
instructors will guide you through exercises that will 
leave you feeling physically, emotionally, 
intellectually, and spiritually rejuvenated.

• Learn more at z.umn.edu/MindfulMondays





§ Each week’s video comes with 
resources for a Skim (1 minute), 
Swim (2 minute tip), or Dive (5 
minute tip)

§ The video series is posted across 
social media to reach front line 
workers where they are, and
shared directly to leaders via 
email. This campaign has been 
widely shared across University 
of Minnesota systems.

You Do Matter Campaign



You Do Matter 
Campaign

Topics:
§ You Matter and What you 

do Matters
§ Talk about your Emotions 

and Experiences
§ Dealing with Anger
§ Healing from Grief and Loss
§ Practice Self-Compassion
§ Being Real vs. Toxic 

Positivity
§ The Power of a Mindful 

Pause
§ Connecting to Purpose
§ Managing Stress
§ Compassion and Kindness
§ Cultivating Gratitude
§ Explore Wellbeing



You Do Matter – Week 1

You Matter + What You Do Matters



Wellbeing 
Leadership 
Series

§ Day 1 Personal Wellbeing
§ Day 2 Organizational Wellbeing
§ Day 3 Deepening Leadership    

Practices



Gentle Action
§ Small changes can have large 

effects.
§ Turbulent systems may be very 

sensitive to change. Stable 
ones are highly resistant.

§ Great power – small, 
collaborative and highly 
coordinated actions.

David Peat, 2005



Questions?




