
 

Burned out trainee surgeons at high risk for
alcohol abuse, depression, suicidal thoughts

October 27 2017, by Suzanne Leigh

Seven out of 10 trainee surgeons surveyed experienced burnout driven
by emotional exhaustion, "depersonalization" and doubts about their
effectiveness at work, impacting their own performance and potentially
patients' health, according to a study by UC San Francisco.

Burnout among trainee surgeons greatly increases the risk of high
anxiety, depression and thoughts of suicide, said researchers of the
study, publishing in the Journal of the American College of Surgeons on
Oct. 26, 2017.

The UCSF team analyzed responses to an online, confidential survey of
566 surgical residents enrolled in accredited general-surgery programs
throughout the United States. Respondents answered questionnaires
measuring burnout, stress, anxiety, depression and alcohol use, as well as
resilience and mindfulness, which is characterized by attention, present
focus, awareness and non-reactive acceptance.

Researchers led by first author Carter Lebares, MD, assistant professor
in the UCSF Department of Surgery, found that 68.95 percent
experienced high burnout, comprised of emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization, which can manifest as feeling detached from patients
or becoming more cynical in general. Moderate to severe depressive
symptoms were identified in 20 percent of the residents, approximately
twice as high as in the general age-matched population. Suicidal thoughts
were present in 11 percent of the residents, more than three times higher
than in the general population.
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"Surgical trainees live in a culture where high stress is normative, but
excessive stress must be addressed," said Lebares, noting that 53 percent
of residents scored positive for high perceived stress. "While surgical
trainees have willingly chosen a high-stress career, the existence of
overwhelming stress is evidenced by the strong association between
stress and distress symptoms like depression, suicidal thoughts and high
anxiety."

Stress Detrimental When 'Demand Outstrips
Resources'

"Although stress is initially stimulating, there is a tipping point when
demand outstrips resources and stress becomes overwhelming," Lebares
said. "In the absence of adequate coping skills, overwhelming stress that
lasts for years has been associated with mood disorders and physiologic
deterioration that can lead to disruption of neuro-endocrine regulation
and exacerbation of atherosclerosis."

The study found that close to half the residents – 49 percent – misused
alcohol, more than five times the prevalence of misuse found in the
general population. Alcohol abuse or dependence was found in 33
percent of the residents, twice as prevalent as in practicing surgeons.
Among female residents, who composed 51 percent of the respondents,
levels of depersonalization were lower: 51 percent compared with 62
percent in males; but alcohol misuse and abuse were higher among
women: 58 percent and 41 percent respectively, versus 40 percent and
26 percent in men.

Mindfulness May Present Silver Lining to Stressed
Residents

However, the study revealed two silver linings. Emotional exhaustion,
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high stress and anxiety, which peaked in the third year of residency,
appeared to decline markedly during the later lab years. Secondly, while
most of the residents scored high on stress resilience, researchers noted
that it was their "dispositional mindfulness" that seemed to serve as a
psychological buffer against the rigors of training. Mindfulness was
associated with an 85 percent lower probability of scoring high in stress.

"Mindfulness isn't about thinking nicer thoughts; it's about recognizing
stressors, learning to pause and to assess those stressors in a less reactive
and emotional way," said Lebares, who is also director of the UCSF
Center for Mindfulness in Surgery.

While mindfulness and a greater degree of resilience were associated
with lower risks of depression, suicidal thoughts and anxiety, the authors
said resilience is an "attribute derived from complex life experiences,"
making it difficult to translate into an intervention. In contrast,
mindfulness can be dispositional or learned, the authors noted. Although
mindfulness interventions have shown effectiveness for stress
management in some branches of medicine, they have not been used
with surgeons, due in part to a disconnect between surgical culture,
which is known for "thriving on challenge," and contemplative practices
that are misconstrued as relaxation.

"Excessive stress and burnout are already well-known problems in health
care workers," said Elissa Epel, PhD, professor in the UCSF Department
of Psychiatry and senior author of the study. "Here we identify what
looks like a particularly high-risk group, surgery residents, whose stress
levels during their training years are making them highly vulnerable to
poor mental health. Suicidal ideation is too common."

Difficult Changes that Mean 'Everybody Wins'

"Medical training programs should take a hard look at the experience of
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their trainees and make the difficult individual, cultural and institutional
changes that will make self-care both valued and supported," Epel said.
"In the end, everybody wins."

The study's findings suggest that inherent mindfulness is already
effectively used to combat stress and burnout in surgical trainees, said
Lebares. "Based on these findings, mindfulness training may be a critical
component of interventions aimed at enhancing stress resilience and
preventing or treating burnout in surgical trainees."

The authors state that larger, long-term studies are needed to get a more
accurate picture of burnout and "to better characterize structural and
personal factors that are protective."
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