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A recent article in Revista Chilena de Cirugía (Chilean Journal of Surgery) describes a prevalence 
of 64.4% individuals with medium or high burnout and 74% with emotional exhaustion among 
physicians, and particularly residents, in Hospital Hernán Henríquez Aravena surgery service 
and department of surgery of the Universidad de La Frontera, Temuco, Chile. This study is in 
line with hundreds of reports across the world showing the hazards of healthcare and social 
service professionals taking care of others at the expense of themselves. These findings do not 
only describe a burden for the professionals themselves but also suggest that this may affect 
the quality of patient care that they provide. 

It was up to Drs. Paula Astudillo and Hector Losada, co-authors in that paper, to find an 
affordable and feasible training that they hoped would reduce burnout in medical residents, 
interns and staff. In 2006, Dr. Losada completed at Emory University part of his training in 
pancreatic and liver surgery, one of the most sophisticated procedures in the medical field. At 
Emory he was exposed to an elective course in mindfulness and compassion meditation taught 
by Dr. Lobsang T. Negi that would have a tremendous personal and professional impact in his 
life. Dr. Losada became the department of surgery chair at Universidad de la Frontera in 2015, 
when he met Dr. Astudillo, a certified nurse who had also been exposed to mindfulness 
techniques and was working to use this practice with medicine interns. 

Dr. Losada was aware of the difficulties surgery residents had with academic performance and 
their retention of important information, despite their undeniable passion for surgery. He was 
attracted to the compassion component of the training for it effectively linked attention and 
motivation, essential aspects in all human activities and, particularly, in surgery. All that despite 
the fact that the word compassion may be a hard one to digest in Spanish, compasión, as it 
means actually “sympathy” or “pity”, and it has deep religious associations in the Chilean 
society that may pose a set-back for many. Beyond mere inspirational words and detached 
attention exercises, Drs. Astudillo and Losada were seeking an embodied practice that would 
combine concentration and passion and would help their colleagues and students do best what 
they loved. 

In a leap of faith, they contacted the institution that Dr. Losada had visited years ago, and 
through Emory-Tibet they learned there was a person who happened to speak Spanish and 
shared their interest in how well-being could improve practical skills of healthcare 
professionals. Dr. Samuel Fernandez-Carriba had also obtained his CBCT® (Cognitively Based 
Compassion Training) instructor Certificate at Emory in 2013, and Senior level certificate in 
2018. CBCT® is a protocol of mindfulness and compassion meditation created by Emory 



University religion professor Dr. Negi. 

This is how a collaboration started and Dr. Fernandez-Carriba went to Temuco, Chile, in 
January, 2018, to teach a group of 28 individuals. The course was voluntary and open to all staff 
and residents. Eleven residents (nine in surgery, and two in anesthesiology), 14 staff members 
(three surgeons, two internal doctors, a pediatrician, a cardiologist, four nurses and three 
anesthesiologists) and even a commercial engineer, husband of one of the nurses, and Dr. 
Losada’s wife and teenage daughter, participated in the full CBCT® training, taught in two 
consecutive weekends. Drs. Astudillo, Losada and Fernandez-Carriba chose a feasibility design 
for this study, with the essential question of whether or not such an unusual experience, a 
contemplative practice relatively new in Chile, would stick with medical professionals, trained in 
a fundamentally positivistic approach to do their work. 

While the analysis of the empirical data is still being conducted, something else extraordinary 
happened. Eager to continue with the compassion adventure, course participants created a 
group spontaneously in social media and they continue to meet weekly to meditate in 
compassion, sometimes joined by their instructor in the USA via videoconference, at 7:30, local 
Chilean time, every Thursday morning. Drs. Astudillo and Losada are simply thrilled by these 
events: “we don’t care if this is all placebo effect at this point”, Dr. Astudillo says, “our 
participants don’t even care if this is all placebo. The bottom line is that we are meeting, they 
have been given the opportunity to share with co-workers their subjective and personal 
experiences.” They also assign a therapeutic value to these social connections and, as a result, 
they report to be happier and less stressed. 

Participants talk in subjective reports about heightened awareness of themselves and their 
interactions with the world, which they believe has improved their work environment for 
themselves and others. More authentic interactions with others come, they say, from accepting 
their own shortcomings and bypassing any need to be perfect. This is achieved because they 
now intentionally exercise and secure a few moments of peace and insight throughout the 
week in the middle of “world pressures that otherwise absorb us irreversibly”. 

The children of one participant have even learned to guess when their mother will have the 
weekly group because that day she is “calmer and nicer”. The ability to choose to be a “happier 
and better person” in relation to others who search exactly for the same thing is precisely what 
this participant appreciates about this journey. Another group member went through surgery 
weeks after the course herself, one of many, but for the first time she shared this experience 
with others and realized that being accompanied and supported also depended on her decision 
to reach out. And yet another participant with the difficult job of managing as many as 80 
people, talks about her newly found ability to see and interpret professional and personal 
events and her role in them through a better understanding of others and without the 
expectation to have to solve absolutely everything. This becomes particularly handy in conflict 



resolution, where she does not see herself or others as responsible as she used to but simply 
more human. 
 
The beauty of this success story is, on one hand, the simplicity of it. The CBCT® course contents 
are not radically novel but they tap into shared universal values, and even deeper, into our 
biology. We all want to thrive and we need each other to do that. Bringing awareness over this 
simple intention sets us in motion, it is a “booster”, in Dr. Losada’s words. Participants felt 
validated in this search and motivated to do it. He also adds that “there is no magic; this 
practice needs (kind) discipline and constancy”. Therefore, practice is required in order for the 
well-being of these healthcare professionals to improve. As in surgery, motivation and attention 
are needed but they will not heal a person if there’s not “doing”. Others are also required. 
 
A lot is written nowadays about mindfulness and compassion, including this very article, but the 
practice aspect, like in riding a bike, working in an operating room or being compassionate, can 
only be done.  It is much more than words. We also need others to learn this practice as we 
need others to build this practice. Creating a space to meet with other people helps us 
remember and ultimately embody the simple truth that all we want is to thrive and that we 
inevitably need each other to do that. 
 


