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Stop Overworking!
Welcome to the Stop Overworking curriculum. In addition to this booklet, you will
attend a live coaching workshop where we will dig into the questions in this
workbook together!
The objectives of this module are to:
Improve your relationship with work
Allow yourself the time to do the things you love
Work fewer hours
Work more efficiently
Learn how to delegate
Deprogram your over-desire to work
Many female physicians struggle with an over-desire to work. This has typically
evolved through the influences of our home environment growing up, societal
expectations, what was expected of us in our training, what was taught to us by
our mentors/attendings, and by comparing ourselves to others.
While this workshop is focused on stopping overworking behaviour in medicine, it
is important to note that women work hard on many different areas of their lives
including the state of their home, child-rearing, their physical appearance, in
addition to working longer hours for less pay in medicine.
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Drivers of Over-working:
Motivational:
lack of enjoyment in the work
compelled to work by internal pressures
working because we feel like we SHOULD
Cognitive:
persistent obsessive thoughts about work
unable to disengage from work
Emotional:
negative emotions like anxiety, guilt, fear, obligation when not working
work to avoid the negative emotion
Behavioural:
working beyond what is reasonably expected by the organization/employer
Understanding Desire:
Humans evolved the emotion desire to ensure fulfillment of basic human needs.
We learn how to desire the things we need for survival. After we have repeated the
pattern of obtaining what we desire many times over, our brain takes this task out
of the prefrontal cortex and assigns it to the mid-brain to create an efficient circuit.
Thus, it becomes an automatic habit. This is demonstrated in the behavioural
psychology Ivan Pavlov did with dogs in the early 1900's.
The desire to overwork is programmed into our brain and learned. Eventually, the
desire to work feels unconscious - like it is out of our control. It feels like something
has taken us over, yet is is simply unconscious programming. The product of being
taught to desire work.
Desire intensifies when there is a reward associated with it. We get a very large
flood of dopamine, our feel-good neurotransmitter, when we complete a task, get
recognition for our accomplishments, help someone, etc. It allows us to see our-
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selves as valuable. This is called external validation and it is a very strong driver
for overworking.
As with anything we over-desire, there is a trigger thought that causes our the
feeling of desire to work. This desire than drives us to work to create a result so we
can obtain that dopamine hit that comes with accomplishment.
The thought is usually something very simple (remember this is our lower brain
talking) such as "I should be working...". Other thoughts associated with overworking include:
Only I can do this
"X" needs me
This will only take a minute
I have to get this done
I will feel good when this is done
I have so much work to do.
It is important to note that this is normal brain functioning to create this highly
efficient thought -> desire -> overworking loop, it is just a simple thought error. The
lower brain believes that overworking is necessary for our survival as a human
being. It is a misplaced survival mechanism. The brain has learned to concentrate
the dopamine reward around anything that perpetuates survival: eat, sex, warmth,
accomplishment, connection. In fact, it can even look productive for a long time
because people who overwork DO accomplish a lot of good in the world. But at
what cost?
Feeling fearful, stressed, exhausted and compelled to work all the time. Sacrificing
other things we care about. The prefrontal cortex says "I want to work less" or "I
don't like all the time I spend away from my family, my poor eating or sleeping or
physical fitness habits..." but the lower brain believes that I have to do this or I will
die.
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The lower brain is quick and powerful. When we don't respond to it we suffer
deprivation, anxiety, fear, guilt. We think we won't make enough money, we might
ruin our reputation, we might experience backlash if we cut back, we would have
to say no to people who depend on us, and we fear being ostracized by
colleagues. We don't like this feeling, so we choose work.
One of the biggest reasons we remain in this cycle of overworking is deprivation.
When we deprive ourselves of work (i.e. try not to do it), we experience anxiety or
resistance. We then think "I'm not enjoying this time, so I might as well work". We
try to do less and end up doing even more. This perpetuates reliance on
overworking to feel better.
The vicious cycle looks like this:
try to cut back and experience deprivation
feel anxiety/resistance and don't want to feel this
feel out of control/can't stop working
work to feel better
experience self-judgement/regret for overworking and not being able to stop
seek more relief from work to escape the negative emotion
justify behaviour as "all doctors do this" or "I'm fine" or "I'll sleep later"...
So, how do we overcome this over-desire to work? It involves, you guessed it, our
powerful prefrontal cortex. If we CHOOSE, with intention, to change what we
believe about work, our primitive brain loses. Why? Because the primitive brain
cannot do anything without the consent of the PFC.
This module is going to teach you how to harness the power of your PFC to stop
overworking.
Not with willpower (this muscle wears out quick!) and not with resistance (this only
creates rebellion). Rather, we will learn an evidence-based process to downregulate the desire to work. Lets do it!
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Worksheets (to be used in workshop):
Make a list below of the thoughts you have that cause the urge to work:

Give an example of a time when you worked that wasn’t planned? How long did
you work for? What did you accomplish? How did you feel before/during/after
you worked?
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What was the circumstance that you think triggered you to overwork?

What was the thought that caused the desire or urge?

Did you try to resist, or did you just react?
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What other circumstances have triggered you to overwork:

Why do you think these circumstances trigger you? What are you thinking that
creates the strong desire to work?

In what ways has overworking served you?
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Make a list below of the thoughts you have that prevent the urge to overwork:

In what ways does overworking affect your life negatively?

Why do you want to change?
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Are you ready to commit to doing the work to decondition the urge to overwork?
Why or why not?

What are all the things you would need to do to create the result of Stop
Overworking? What will you have to learn, process, complete, and commit
yourself to?
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List every reason you can think of why this won’t work. List all the obstacles you
can think of that will prevent you from achieving this result.

What will you do when you fail and end up working more than you intended to?
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Decide when you are doing to work and how you are going to use your working
hours next week.

What emotions will you have to allow to stop buffering with work?
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The Stop-Overworking Framework:
The principle of this process is that we can co-exist with a desire/urge IF we are
not trying to fight it. Similarly to allowing an emotion, we can allow an urge.
Eventually, our brain learns that we are not going to work every time our brain
suggests is and it DE-CONDITIONS the desire. Suddenly, it becomes easier to
stop working. We have un-learned the desire.
Determine the reason why you want to stop overworking:
It is taking up too much time
I am not doing other things I love
My relationships are being affected
Determine the reasons why you want to keep overworking:
I like the external validation
I am avoiding feeling....
I am afraid of...
Determine what circumstances drive you to overwork.
Often being ASKED (a request)
Charts not finished
Determine what you are thinking that creates the feeling of desire to work.
Brain catastrophizing?
I HAVE to do....
Notice these thoughts from a place of interest and genuine curiosity
Practice allowing the urge to work:
Different than resisting the urge (willpower)
Allow it to be there but do not negotiate/engage/try to make it go away.
Urge is harmless - allow the conditioned response to die.
Decide what you want your brain to desire and train it to desire this:
Sleep, family time, reading, medication, self-coaching
Plan all work ahead of time and NOT in response to an urge:
Decide your working hours 24 hours in advance with your PFC.
Commit 100%. If it wasn't planned, don't do it.
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The Stop-Overworking Framework CTD:
Learn strategies for saying no when you don't want to work:
I need to check my calendar and get back to you
I don't have the bandwidth right now
What will I deprioritize if I choose to do this?
I have done enough
Work is not the same as worth
Do more with less:
Optimize productivity
Delegate
Define the essential few vs the trivial many
Have a plan for when you err:
Learn from it! Learn to anticipate obstacles.
What happened?
What would I do differently next time?
What was I thinking?
What was driving me, my PFC or my lower brain?
Practice kindness and gentleness toward your primitive brain
Reassure your primitive brain as you are "un-training" it
Allow it to be with you but not control you
Focus on recognizing your safety and that you do not have to work to
survive
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