
 

Doctoring and parenting in a pandemic:
Female physicians bore the brunt

November 12 2021

  
 

  

Credit: CC0 Public Domain

A new study shows just how much of a toll the pandemic has taken on
physicians who have children at home—especially those who are
mothers.
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Not only did it disrupt the home and work lives of female physician-
parents more often, but long-term data on their mental health shows a
sizable gender gap erupted in their risk of depression and anxiety
compared with their male counterparts.

The study, published in JAMA Network Open, uses data taken from a
long-term study of early-career physicians, including information on
their pre-pandemic mental health.

The study team is led by University of Michigan researchers who first
enrolled the physicians more than a decade ago, when they were in their
first year of post-medical school training and took part in the Intern
Health Study. The follow-up study surveyed them in 2018 and 2020.

Of the 215 physician-parents of children under age 18 who completed
the survey in August 2020, the study shows physician-mothers were:

Much more likely than physician-fathers to lose childcare or in-
person school for their children (84% vs. 66%)
Far more likely to have primary responsibility for childcare or
schooling (25% vs. 1%)
More likely to perform the majority of day-to-day household
tasks (31% vs. 7%)
Nearly twice as likely to mainly work from home during the
pandemic's early months (41% vs. 22%) – with an even greater
difference in couples where both are physicians working full-
time (65% vs. 25%)
More than twice as likely to have voluntarily reduced their work
hours during the pandemic (19% vs 9%), even though physician-
mothers were already less likely to work full-time than physician-
fathers before the pandemic (73% vs. 91%). In couples where
both were physicians working full-time before the pandemic,
26% of the women reduced their hours vs. 3% of the men.
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Far more likely to report conflict between their work and their
family life than men, using a standard questionnaire and
adjusting for multiple factors including child age, medical
specialty and partner employment status.

Mental health differences

Comparing the physicians' mental health scores, the researchers show
physician-mothers scored significantly higher than physician-fathers on
depression and anxiety symptoms in August 2020.

For both genders, less sleep was associated with higher scores on both
mental health measures.

Focusing on the 180 physicians in the study who had already become
parents by the time they took the pre-pandemic survey in 2018, the
researchers found a striking effect.

Where physician-mothers and physician-fathers had scored about the
same on depression levels pre-pandemic, by August 2020 the women
scored significantly higher than men on the depression scale.

The researchers also compared physician-parents with physicians who
were not parents in 2018 or 2020. The non-parents had no gender gap in
depression or anxiety scores on either survey.

Elena Frank, Ph.D., the Intern Health Study's director and an assistant
research scientist at the Michigan Neuroscience Institute, notes that the
study is the first to provide evidence that pandemic conditions have
contributed to gender disparities in work-family conflict and mental
health status among physician-parents. The study also confirms
anecdotal reports that the emotional toll and career costs of the
pandemic are greater for mothers than fathers.
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"With the increased burden placed on physician-mothers during the
pandemic, these findings show the need for immediate action to ensure
that they have access to adequate support at work and at home," said
Frank, the study's first author. "Establishing institutional and public
policy solutions to mitigate the long-term effects on the well-being and
careers of physician-mothers will also be critical, including a viable path
for re-integration into medicine as we move out of the pandemic."

"Mothers across professions have been torn between their careers and
their home lives during the pandemic," says Srijan Sen, M.D., Ph.D.
"We were fortunate that we had followed these physicians from before
the pandemic allowing us to understand how their lives changed.
Mothers in other professions likely had similar experiences."

Sen is the principal investigator of the Intern Health Study, director of
the U-M Frances and Kenneth Eisenberg and Family Depression Center,
and professor in MNI and the Department of Psychiatry.

The Intern Health Study, which is also studying the impact of the
pandemic on physicians who were in training at many U.S. and Chinese
teaching hospitals during 2020 and 2021, began in the early 2000s.

Because first-year residents, called interns, all go through a similarly
stressful and intense experience, the study uses them as a population that
gives insights into the roles of sleep, stress and genetics on mental health.

  More information: Experiences ofWork-Family Conflict and Mental
Health Symptoms by Gender Among Physician Parents During the
COVID-19 Pandemic, JAMA Network Open (2021). DOI:
10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2021.34315
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