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Stress and burnout in doctors 

• Links between work and health 
are well documented 

• Work with excessive demand 
coupled with low support and 
control has a negative impact 

• A negative psychosocial 
environment in work is 
associated with depression and 
other common mental disorders 
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• ‘What we know is that stress kills people.  It causes heart disease, it 
causes relationships to break up, it causes poor immune functioning -  it 
is a really clear killer in society.’  

• ‘The paradox at the heart of the health service is that we are damaging 
and killing the very people who are committing their working lives to 
caring for the health and wellbeing of other people. We are actually 
creating more customers for our system. It’s a deeply disturbing 
paradox.’ 

 

 
Michael West, Head of Thought Leadership at the King’s Fund, January 14th 2016 
http://careers.bmj.com/careers/advice/Stress_of_working_for_NHS_is_killing_staff,_King%E2%80%99s_Fund_says  
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• Work stressors 
• Emotionally demanding work 

• Trying to do more with less 

• Systems of governance leading to loss of 
autonomy and erosion of professional 
values 

• Rigid organisational structures and 
inflexible hours 

• Highly bureaucratic professional 
regulatory systems (e.g. appraisals, 
revalidation, quality inspections). 

 

 

 

 

• Professional facilitators 
• Knowledge of and access 

to drugs 

• Potential to self-medicate 
/ prescribe 

• Tendency to avoid seeking 
help and support when 
unwell or under pressure 

• Perceived stigma among 
doctors around mental 
illness 
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What is burnout? 

• First reported in 1970’s, increasingly reported 
as a phenomenon of the modern world of 
work 

• Caused by chronic occupational stress 

• 3 criteria 
• Emotional exhaustion (physical and 

emotional tiredness) 
• Depersonalisation (a break down in the 

ability to care, emerging cynicism, 
disengagement from the human service 
component of work) 

• Reduced personal accomplishment 
(reduced output across all areas of life) 

• These occur in a previously highly functioning 
person for whom they are uncharacteristic 

• People around the individual also suffer 
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Caveats  

• MBI is gold standard but not designed 
as a diagnostic tool 

• Its cut-off points don’t conform to any 
scientifically validated standard 

• Psychological and psychobiological 
mechanisms underlying it are largely 
unexplained. 

• Unlikely to represent a separate 
pathological entity 

 

• How is it reported? 
• As a continuous or 

dichotomous variable 

• By its individual 
elements or various 
combinations 
• Usually EE 

• May be EE +/- DP 

•  EE + (DP or PA) = EE + 1 

• Or just 2 statements 
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Risk factors for burnout in doctors 

• Female gender 

• Younger age 

• Longer working hours 

• Low job satisfaction 
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Amoafo E, Hanbali N, Patel A, Singh P.  What are the significant factors associated with burnout in 
doctors?  Occupational Medicine (Lond). 2015;65(2):117-21 



National Survey (data collected 2014) 

Captures and explores: 

• Demographic Details 

• Career Satisfaction 

• Lifestyle 

• Wellbeing  

• Workplace Wellbeing 

• Coping 

 

Sample 

• Randomised sample 

• 1863 completed 

• 1749 met inclusion criteria 

• Response rate 55% 
• Consultants 60% 

• Trainees 51% 

Analysis 

• M= 50.5% F= 49.5% 

• Consultants ~ trainees 

• 85% Irish nationality 
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http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/bmjopen/7/10/e018023.full.pdf  

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/bmjopen/7/10/e018023.full.pdf
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Work stress (ERI) 
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Burnout symptoms in doctors 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Consultant % HST % BST % Total 

MBI emotional exhaustion (EE) 

High 45.7 59.1 61 52.3 

MBI depersonalisation (DP) 

High 18.3 38.3 43.3 28.6 

MBI personal accomplishment (PA) 

Low 40.4 28.6 24.7 34.0 

ANOVA confirmed significant differences between trainee and consultant grades with 
significantly higher levels of EE and DP in BSTs and HSTs (p <.001) while more 
consultants expressed low levels of personal accomplishment (p<.001) 
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Interns* 

(2012/13) 

55.4% 

51.5% 

41.6% 

 *Hannan E et al (2017).  Burnout and stress amongst interns in Irish hospitals: contributing factors and potential solutions. IJMS doi: 10.1007/s11845-017-1688-7 
**O’Dea, B. et al (2016). Prevalence of burnout among Irish general practitioners: a cross-sectional study. IJMS  DOI 10.1007/s11845-016-1407-9 

GPs** 

(2012/13) 

52.7% 

31.6% 

16.3% 



Significance of findings 

• Prevalence of high EE greatly 
exceeds levels reported in all 
reviewed studies (31.6 – 37.9%) 

• Prevalence of high DP also 
higher than most studies 
reviewed but fell short of 
Australian study of doctors 2013 
(21.2 - 34.6%) 
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 Burnout (MBI) 
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Burnout elsewhere 

Year Country Cohort % 

2014 ROI Hosp docs 30.7 

2007 Netherlands Residents 
(docs) 

21.0 
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Burnout across hospital specialties 
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Independent variables associated with burnout 
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National Survey of Wellbeing: burnout 

• 31% of all doctors suffered 
burnout, with the highest 
rates in emergency 
medicine doctors and 
lowest in pathologists  
 
 

• Burnout was significantly 
more prevalent in doctors 
practising in emergency 
medicine than in any 
other hospital specialty 
(OR 0.16-0.36 for other 
specialties) 
 

 

• Further analysis: 

• Younger age  

• Female sex (OR 0.68 [CI = 0.52-0.9]) 

• Longer working hours (OR 1.02 [CI = 
1.01 -1.03]) 

• Greater work stress (OR 2.18 [ CI = 
1.69 -2.8]) 

• Higher presence of symptoms of 
depression (OR 1.03 (1 – 1.05]) 

• …and stress (OR 1.08 [CI = 1.06-1.11]) 

were significantly associated with 
burnout (but anxiety was not). 
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Does professional and personal distress 
impact on behaviour and on patient care? 

• More dissatisfied doctors tend to have riskier prescribing 
profiles, less adherent patients & less satisfied patients all of 
which might affect the quality of patient care 1 

• Medical students with burnout2 admitted to cheating in tests 
and feeling less altruistic.  Depression was less associated with  
unprofessional behaviours. 

 

 

 
1: Health Care Manage Rev 2003;28:119-40.        2: JAMA 2010;304:1173-80.  
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Burnout and medical error among American surgeons 

Annals of Surgery 2010; 251: 995-1000 
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Review of CMDs and error / incidents (15 studies) 

• Strong evidence for a significant association between burnout / medical incidents (2 
longitudinal and 7 cross-sectional studies with a positive association [odds ratio (OR) 
1.07–5.5])  

• Significant positive association between depression /medical incidents (4  
longitudinal studies and 3 cross-sectional studies (strong evidence; OR 2.21–3.29)  

• Significant positive association between fatigue / medical incidents [1  longitudinal 
study and 1 cross-sectional study, but 1 cross-sectional study showed a non-significant 
association (strong evidence; OR 1.37)] 

• Significant positive association between sleepiness /medical incidents [1  
longitudinal study and 2 cross-sectional studies (strong evidence; OR 1.10–1.37)  

• No significant association was found between burnout and unprofessional 
behaviour (inconsistent evidence) 

• No evidence found for the association between unprofessional behaviour and 
depression, fatigue or sleepiness 
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M. A. de Jong, K. Nieuwenhuijsen, J. K. Sluiter; Common mental disorders related to incidents and behaviour in physicians, Occupational Medicine, 
Volume 66, Issue 7, 1 October 2016, Pages 506–513 



Where do we go now? 

• Do we build resilience in our 
doctors? 

 

• Do we try to address the issues 
in the workplace? 

 

• What role have the training 
bodies? 





Research  

Education 

Training 

Guidance 
for doctors 

Position 
paper 

Launch of 
department 
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The future…… 

 

 

 

• HSE’s Workplace Health and 
Wellbeing Unit  
• Strategy for Doctors Health and 

Wellbeing 2018-2021. 

• To be launched April 2018 
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