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Learning Objectives:

Neuroscience of Well-Being:

Discuss four scientifically validated dimensions of well-being  

Discuss the distinction between empathy and compassion

Practical Applications:

Explore practices to manage stress, 
enhance compassion and cultivate well-being
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Why Well-Being?

The landscape of medicine, 
our medical culture & Dr. B.
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A practice from Mr. Rogers 
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At its simplest, good work is work that makes sense, 
and that grants sense and meaning to the one who is doing it 

and to those affected by it

Crossing the Unknown Sea - Work as a Pilgrimage of Identity

David Whyte

Dr. G.
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Critical Levels of Distress, Disillusionment and Burnout
among physicians nationwide 

Chronic Stress 
negatively impacts our health

Drivers of this Public Health Crisis 
largely rooted within healthcare 

organizations and systems

Shanafelt, West, Dyrbye, Trockel, Tutty, Wang, Carlasare, Sinsky  (2022)  West, Dyrbye, Shanafelt (2018)

System & Cultural Changes 
require large scale efforts 

that often take years 
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Grief

grief

Good Grief: The Art of Healing Ourselves From Personal or Professional Loss, 2023

Physician’s Professional Grief

Disillusionment with practice
Partner or staff transitions
Loss of meaning in work
Patient mistrust

Moral Distress
Moral Injury

loss of autonomy
loss of agency
loss of safety
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Mounting losses and 
unprocessed grief 

can contribute to emotional 
exhaustion and ultimately 

burnout, but…

…Connection and Compassion can Heal Us

Good Grief

The Art of Healing Ourselves 
From Personal or 
Professional Loss

Good Grief: The Art of Healing Ourselves From Personal
or Professional Loss, Owens, Greenawald (2023) All rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



How do we safeguard 
our health and well-being

 
while navigating ongoing 

stresses that we cannot easily 
or immediately mitigate?
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Our Choice
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Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: 
the last of the human freedoms -

to choose one’s attitude 
in any given set of circumstances

To Choose 
One’s Own Way

Viktor Frankl
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Viktor Frankl

Between stimulus and response,
 there is a space

In that space is our power 
to choose our response

In our response lies our 
growth and our freedom 

Photo by Greg A. Dunn
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We have the POWER 
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to diminish and even reverse adverse effects 
on our bodies and our well-being

to ease 
the impact of 

current realities 
of clinical practice



A Discovery
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neuroplasticity:

our nervous system is dynamic

responds to external and internal stimuli by 
reorganizing structure, function and connections 

adaptive changes throughout life
 in response to our experiences

Burghy, Fox, Cornejo, Stodola, Sommerfeldt, Westbrook, Van Hulle, Schmidt, Goldsmith, Davidson (2016) Cramer et al. (2011)

Greg Dunn’s
Artwork 
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Remodeling 
Dendrites and Synapses

Examples of 
Neuroplasticity:

Promoting and Inhibiting
Neurogenesis

Kral, Schuyler, Mumford, Rosenkranz, Lutz, Davidson (2018)  McEwen, Nasca, Gray (2016)

Strengthening & Weakening
Neural Connections
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hippocampus

amygdala

prefrontal 
cortex

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020)  Dennis, Disner, Fani, Salminen, Logue, Davidson et al. (2019)  
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Stress

a powerful stimulus for neuroplastic change

Wang, Xie, Chen, Cotton, Salminen, Davidson et al. (2020)  McEwen, Nasca, Gray (2016) 
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a dance

All rights reserved by Dr. Debra RomanHirshberg, Frye, Dahl, Riordan, Vack, Sachs, Goldman, Davidson, Goldberg (2022)  Davidson, McEwen (2012)

Our neural circuits are continually 
being shaped throughout our lives

Incidental and intentional influences
impact neural structure & function 
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A New Perspective:

Neuroplasticity illuminates the value 
of choosing our responses 

With intentional practices, habits and attitudes,
we can enhance our health and well-being

But how?

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020) All rights to this presentation are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



Well-Being

Competencies
that enable us
to ameliorate 

impact of adversity
&

Flourish

Dr. Richard Davidson

NEUROSCIENTIST
FOUNDER & DIRECTOR

CENTER FOR HEALTHY MINDS
 UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN–MADISON
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well-being vs. happiness 



attention

compassion

equanimity

positive outlook 

adaptability

resilience

Qualities

flexibility

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020) All rights to this presentation are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



4 core dimensions of well-being 
rooted in neural circuits that 
can be strengthened with 
intentional training

The Plasticity of Well-Being

Hirshberg, Frye, Dahl, Riordan, Vack, Sachs, Goldman, Davidson, Goldberg (2022)  Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020)  

“If one practices the skills of well-being, 
one will get better at it.”

Dr. Richard Davidson
Center for Healthy Minds
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Awareness Connection

Insight Purpose

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020)
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Look at everything. 
Don’t close your eyes 

to the world around you.
Look and become curious 

and interested in 
what there is to see.

John Cage
musical composer, artist, philosopher

AWARENESS

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020) All rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



Attention
Mind 

Wandering

Killingsworth, Gilbert (2010) All rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



Multi-Tasking

Task-Switching

Douglas, Magdalena, Raban, Scott, Walter, Johanna, Westbrook (2017),
 Skaugset, Farrell, Carney, Wolff, Santen, Perry, Cico (2016)

Multi-Tasking: 

the performance of two or more 
discrete tasks simultaneously

increased stress
task incompletion

increased risk of errors
slower task completion

reduced efficiency/accuracy
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Mono-Tasking
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Insight DMN
self-related thinking
mind wandering

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020)  Garrison, Zeffiro, Scheinost, Constable, Brewer (2015) All rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



Purpose

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020)  Ryff, Heller, Schaefer, van Reekum, Davidson (2016) 

Strong connection to  
enhanced health & 

well-being
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Connection

Dahl, Wilson-Mendenhall, Davidson (2020)

kindness
gratitude
empathy

generosity
compassion
appreciation
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Compassion
is a verb
Thich Nhat Hanh

disengagement vs.
compassionate action
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empathy

compassion

stress response
negative affect

pain centers  
activated

overcome empathic distress
positive affect

affiliation, reward centers 
activated

(while exposed to 
distressing stimuli)

Weng, Lapate, Stodola, Rogers, Davidson (2018)   Klimecki, Leiberg, Ricard, Singer (2014) All rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



Well-being isn’t just an internal state of mind

It’s also a way of leading a life &
a way of interacting with others                   
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John Dunne, Ph.D.
 Center for Healthy Minds



G.R.A.C.E.
an active practice 

applied in the moment 

to help prevent burnout 
and secondary trauma in clinicians &

cultivate an expanded capacity for compassion

Joan Halifax, Ph.D.

integrates the 4 dimensions of well-being

a patient 
& practice
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THANK YOU !!
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Self Care is never 
a selfish act

Anytime we can listen to the true self, 
and give it the care it requires, 
we do so not only for ourselves 
but for the many lives we touch

 Parker PalmerAll rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman



Your Questions & Insights

All rights to this presentation/slides are reserved by Dr. Debra Roman


	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Slide Number 33
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Slide Number 37
	Slide Number 38
	Slide Number 39

