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A 
cultural change around work in the United 

States is palpable. The ways we work, what 

employees find acceptable at work, and what is 

expected from work all seem to be changing. 

In her podcast How’s Work? 

psychotherapist Esther Perel teaches us that crises function as 

accelerators. The pandemic, war, climate change, social justice 

reckoning, political atmosphere, and other accelerators can cause 

major life questions to surface for us more intensely than before. 

Heck, a few weeks ago, I even thought about selling everything 

and moving to Mexico in search of a simpler life. Leading pool 

Zumba dancing could be my new calling.

People are grappling with changing priorities and boundaries 

around work and time. You can see it in the many businesses 

displaying “looking for help” signs. The degree of difficulty 

recruiting and hiring feels uniquely different from what we 

are used to. Some candidates who have been offered jobs 

are withdrawing at the 11th hour—if they make it that far. 

Experiences like "ghosting" during the hiring process feel 

commonplace now, when, in the not-so-distant past, such a 

practice would have been surprising. People are making major 

career shifts into industries completely outside their initial areas 

of training and education, or switching to fully virtual roles. Of 

course, these changes don't describe the experience for everyone. 

While many people are seeking changes to their work or job 

structures, many are also staying in place. But even for those 

staying in place, there seems to be a not-so-subtle shift in life-work 

priorities.

All of this makes me quite curious. Are we, as a collective 
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culture in the United States, evolving to have a different degree of 

enthusiasm or focus on work in our lives? What does that mean for 

healthcare as a profession focused on helping?

Esther Perel helps take us beneath the surface to reflect some 

of what we may be questioning. As I consider the pharmacy 

profession, I think some of us may be wondering:

• What does having a “full life” mean?

• Should work continue to be my main identity? 

• How much am I willing to give to work now that I realize 

how precious time with loved ones is?

• How can I get unstuck and motivated again?

• Do I still want to be in pharmacy school, or do I want to do 

something else with my life?

• As a pharmacy technician who enjoys helping patients, do I 

advocate for better pay in my current role? Or will I have to 

switch professions to make enough to support my family?

• How much time do I have to spend working as a pharmacist 

in order to call myself a pharmacist? 

• Will I still be a good leader if I work part-time?

• When I spend my time differently, do I feel that I am 

coasting or not doing a good enough job? 

• How did I do that commute every day for so many years 

before COVID?

• Is it wrong for me to resent my colleagues who can work 

from home when I cannot?

To add to the complexity of our feelings around work, and 

grappling with where work lands on our priority lists, Perel also 

identifies that there is a whole new set of collective expectations 
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for work. We have never as a society expected more from work. 

We want from work today what societies have historically gotten 

from religion and community: belonging, meaning, purpose, 

connection. We want work to have meaning and to be engaged 

in work that transcends us to something bigger. Perhaps it is a 

sign of progress that this type of aspiration for work is available 

to more people than ever before. At the same time, some workers 

do not have the privilege of thinking about work this way. Life, 

socioeconomic, and family circumstances can significantly limit 

work choice. When you are struggling to survive or ensure your 

family has food to eat each day, aspiration and meaning in work is 

a luxury.

Part of me yearns to hang on to what was, the nostalgia of 

relative workplace stability and the simplicity of having work as the 

main focus in my life. But another part of me thinks that perhaps 

this is the change we’ve needed all along. Could this shift in 

priorities be the push we needed to really practice Essentialism—

can we do less but better? Can we strip away the extras to focus 

on the core of what patients really need from us? Can we level up 

our adaptability quotients and acclimate to the complexities of 

delivering care in a partially virtual world? 

I don’t know what the elusive “balanced” life looks like. Or 

what it means that I am lucky enough to contemplate such a 

question. But I do believe there is a way to prioritize our personal 

lives and still ensure stellar work performance for our patients. My 

boss, Andrew Wilcox, often says, “Let’s take care of each other so 

we can take the best care of patients.” If we keep that sentiment 

at the center of our decision making, we’ll figure out this palpable 

change in our way of work, together. 

- Ellina Seckel, PharmD, BCACP, DPLA 
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