
Have you ever been on a real bal-
ance beam? A balance beam is

four inches wide and taller than
most gymnasts. It has a little bit of
padding, a tiny bit of “give” when
jumped upon, and when you are
standing on one end its 16-foot
length can stretch out to infinity. To
be really good at the balance beam,
you have to love it, invest total com-
mitment, attend to detail, and have
the ability to tune out what is
around you. You must have absolute
confidence and a “mental game” in
order to get through tough routines.
You also need to have a great coach
or coaches who will tell you what
you did wrong, give you wise ad-
vice, and act as a partner in your
performance. Some days are
great—you stay up on top—and
some days, the smallest error can
lead to a disastrous routine.

I was an ordinary high-school
gymnast, but the balance beam was
my best event. What I remember
most was how little it took to lose
my balance and the rewards of
making it all work and having a
strong outcome.

Learning to excel at the beam as
a gymnast is a lot like learning how
to put one foot directly in front of
the other to find the right balance of
work and life in a career as a gen-
eral internist. It isn’t easy, and there
is no such a thing as perfect bal-
ance. (Some days you fall off.) My
ability to balance in life often feels
as tenuous as it did on the beam.

We think a lot about work-life bal-
ance in SGIM. We have an active
Work-Life Balance Interest Group. The
Mary Horn Scholars program supports
promising junior faculty members who

and that if she had it to do over
again, she would try hard not to
work at home while they were
awake. Nothing is absolute, but I
did try to be fully present each
evening until my two boys went
to bed; then I would do an hour
or two of work most nights.
Though I have worked many
hours, I appreciate the flexibility
that allows me to work remotely
or at night. Over time, as my
children have become more
independent, I have enjoyed
doing my homework in the
kitchen while my sons do theirs.

3. Pay someone else to do the
things that you don’t want to do.
Your time is really valuable, both
at work and at home. I was
horrified when another mentor
gave me this advice years ago,
but I now think back on her wise
counsel often. At the time, I was
a junior faculty member with
huge medical school loans; I
couldn’t imagine being willing or
even able to pay for some of the
things she suggested. However,
your time is precious, and it will
make sense for you to think
about tradeoffs as payment for
your time. For me, it’s the house
cleaning and the yard care that I
pay for. A friend sends out all her
laundry and hires a soccer
carpool driver. Another pays out
of pocket for data collection and
entry because he hates to do it,
and the small grant he has
doesn’t cover it. For each of us,
we have decided that our time is
worth more than the cost of
paying for these tasks.

have substantial family commitments.
Mark Linzer of the Association of
Chiefs and Leaders of General Internal
Medicine has spent the last couple of
years focused on improving work-life
balance in many of our divisions of
general medicine. But no matter how
much SGIM can educate, support, and
connect us, there will still be many
days, or weeks, when we feel that we
aren’t doing a good job at some life or
work commitment.

Here are some pieces of advice
I’ve collected over the years from my
“coaches” and mentors. E-mail me if
you have other suggestions to add to
this list, and we can find a way to
share advice on GIM Connect.

1. Love what you do and be really
committed to it. If you feel that
you are doing meaningful work,
then you will feel less conflicted.
The time you spend working will
be valuable to you. Whether it’s
the patients you care for, the
learners you teach, or the
problems you study, it should all
pass the “so what?” test. You
should aim to make a difference.
We are lucky in general internal
medicine (GIM) that so much of
our work does have an impact.

2. Have an intense focus and tune
out distractions. For me, that
means finding time in my
calendar to close my door,
defend against interruptions, and
be productive. When my kids
were small, it also meant that I
didn’t work while they were
awake at night—I focused on
them. A mentor once told me
she regretted that her children
thought she was a workaholic—
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Ask your teammates for help when you start to become
overwhelmed. Asking for help is a skill that many of
us need.
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4. Collaborate/build teams. When
you fall off the beam and have a
bad routine, you need people
around you to pick you up and
encourage you to try again. Data
suggests that the more
connected you are at work, the
less burned out you are—and
the more likely you are to get
promoted. Building a team takes
time but pays enormous rewards
in increased creativity and
productivity. Ask your
teammates for help when you
start to become overwhelmed.
Asking for help is a skill that
many of us need. SGIM is a
resource for building regional
and national connections that
expand your impact beyond your
own work environment.

5. Find multiple mentors. We all
need multiple coaches. In
gymnastics, one coach is for
strength and flexibility, another is
for dance, and another is for
tumbling. In academic medicine,
it’s not easy to find a great
mentor—that also takes time
and effort from the mentee. You
might need one mentor for a
research project, another in your
clinical setting, and another to
help you think about your career
plan. Ask each for help with
balance, too, especially how to
choose projects and be efficient
and productive; ask how
mentors manage their balance.
Use SGIM to find mentors at a
distance who can help you with
their external perspective.

6. Say yes. Too many people will
coach you on how to say “no.”
More importantly, learn to
cultivate a portfolio of projects
that you love and are committed
to (see #1). Instead of learning
how to say no to a great new
opportunity, think about how to
move something else off your

propose an implementation plan
for a solution, and anticipate
potential barriers in advance. The
worst the answer can be is the
status quo—and most of the
time, the answer will be better
than that.

10. Ask for feedback and coaching
from your partner, family, and
friends. Former SGIM President
Eric Bass asked his family for
feedback on his work-life balance
and wrote a Forum column about
it; he said that column generated
more comments than any other
in his year as president (SGIM
Forum 2013; 36(10)). It’s always
hard to receive feedback but
particularly so when the topic—
how we are managing to balance
work and home life—is so central
to our identity. We wouldn’t
expect a gymnast to know all the
causes or solutions to a fall; we
would expect her coach to help
her make adjustments and
perform better the next time.
Having hard conversations at
home about how balance is going
is the first step to improvement.

Careers (like the balance beam)
are long. A lot can happen in the 16
feet from one end of the beam to
the other. Over your career, you will
have many changes in your family
needs and situation, in your job de-
scription, and in your level of home
and work support. It takes ongoing
effort, attention to detail, focus, and
commitment to sustain both a career
in GIM and an active and fulfilling
home life.

On the beam, I needed to learn to
relax in order to do my best. I
learned to seek and anticipate that lit-
tle “give” in the beam and lean into
it. Through practice, coaching, feed-
back, and teamwork, I got better.
The same is true for my life balance.
And I’m still working on it. SGIM

plate. We general internists are
really good at collecting duties
and projects and really bad at
deciding it’s time to stop doing
something.

7. Take time to create a workspace
that you enjoy. Whether at home
or at work, if you have a physical
place where you are relaxed and
can focus, you are more likely to
do your best work. Look around
at your office. Does it beckon
you in? Can you imagine how to
make it feel more like a haven?
(A lamp, an organized desktop, a
better chair?) This is a little like
the gymnast needing to use just
the right amount of chalk and to
have things just so before
jumping up on the beam.

8. Good childcare is like gold—pay
for it that way. My husband and I
made this error when hiring our
first nanny. We chose between
two finalists based on price. Big
mistake. You can’t be your most
productive and creative self if
worrying about your childcare
distracts you. Do whatever it
takes to find the right childcare
situation for your family, and
then make peace with its cost.
Pay full-time hours for part-time
work if necessary, provide
benefits, provide advice and
wise counsel. Do what it takes
to keep the best sitters around.
The most stressful times of my
career have been around
changes in childcare. Nothing
can knock you off balance faster
than a sitter who quits; when it’s
unexpected, it feels as if you are
up on the balance beam and an
earthquake has hit—there is no
way to stay on top.

9. Advocate for yourself. If
something can change in your
work environment that would
make a difference, ask. Have an
explanation of the problem,
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