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IN My OpINION

Beyond Burnout
 Stephen Kamelgarn, MD

For the past decade or so, medical news 
sources have been saturated with articles on 
physician burn-out--that constellation of symp-
toms that include exhaustion, cynicism, and 
decreased productivity (a four-letter word, if 
there ever was one). The most recent Medscape 
report on physician burnout states that 44% of 
physicians are burned out, another 11% are 
“colloquially” depressed, and another 4% are 
truly clinically depressed. Even allowing for 
overlap, at least one-half of all physicians are 
describing themselves as burned-out, depressed 
or both. Those statistics are appalling, and when 
one thinks about it, threatens the entire structure 
of American medicine.
 But the situation is even bleaker. In the 
July 26, 2018, issue of STAT Medical News 
Simon Talbot MD and Wendy Dean MD as-
sert that physicians aren’t merely ‘burning 
out,’ they’re suffering from moral injury too. 
We believe that burnout is itself a symptom of 
something larger: our broken health care sys-
tem. The increasingly complex web of provid-
ers’ highly conflicted allegiances — to patients, 
to self, and to employers — and its attendant 

moral injury may be driving the health 
care ecosystem to a tipping point and 
causing the collapse of resilience. 
 They provide compelling evidence 
to make the case that physicians suffer 
from the same type of PTSD that affects 
combat soldiers. In fact, physicians are 
committing suicide at twice the rate of 
active duty military personnel, and four 
times the rate of the general populace. 
 Talbot & Dean define “moral in-
jury” as “perpetrating, failing to prevent, 
bearing witness to, or learning about acts 
that transgress deeply held moral beliefs 
and expectations.” While this definition 
was initially applied to combat person-
nel, it can be applied to practitioners 
of modern twenty-first century modern 
American medicine: “It is being unable 
to provide high-quality care and healing 
in the context of health care.”
 We all went into medicine for our 
own reasons, both universal and per-
sonal, but at some level we went into 
medicine to help people. But today’s 
medical practice has us tied in knots 

with our conflicting loy-
alties: to our patients, to 
ourselves, to our employers, thereby dilut-
ing our focus on providing the best care to 
patients. 
 Talbot & Dean state: In an increas-
ingly business-oriented and profit-driven 
health care environment, physicians must 
consider a multitude of factors other than 
their patients’ best interests when deciding 
on treatment. Financial considerations — 
of hospitals, health care systems, insurers, 
patients, and sometimes of the physician 
himself or herself — lead to conflicts of 
interest. Electronic health records, which 
distract from patient encounters and frag-
ment care but which are extraordinarily 
effective at tracking productivity and other 
business metrics, overwhelm busy physi-
cians with tasks unrelated to providing 
outstanding face-to-face interactions. The 
constant specter of litigation drives physi-
cians to over-test, over-read, and over-react 
to results — at times actively harming pa-

“BEYOND”, Continued on Pg. 19

     FRIDAY PM ROUNDS
 (Save The Dates)

    MARCH 8, 2019 *(Friday)    6 - 8:00 p.m.
    Hosted by:  Drs. DK Stokes, Quevedo & Rivera-Ortiz
    Location: St. Joseph Med Grp - OB-GYN
      Walford Ave, Eureka

    APRIL 5, 2019 (Friday) 6-8:00 p.m.
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       Rose Perenin Conference Room
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PLEASE RSVP SO HOSTS KNOW HOW TO PLAN
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tients to avoid lawsuits.
 Physicians react to patient satisfaction 
surveys by often withholding unwelcome 
medical advice from patients to keep their 
scores high, or over treatment often harming 
the patient. We’re assaulted on all sides by 
moral conundrums where our Hippocratic 
Oaths smash up against the reality of today’s 
medical practice.
 Because of our increasing burn out and 
moral injury, we derive less job satisfaction, 
many of us “just going through the mo-
tions,” but even more importantly, many of 
us are leaving the profession–we take early 
retirement, find non-clinical positions, or 
get out of medicine all-together. 
 In 2012, an Urban Institute study of 
five-hundred primary-care doctors found 
that one-third of those aged 35-49 (our 
prime practice years) planned on leaving 
practice within five years. For physicians 
over the age of 50 the number planning on 
early retirement jumped to 52%, more than 
half. Think of the loss of talent medicine 
would suffer if all the doctors who say they 
are getting out early, actually do leave.
 In response to the “burnout crisis” a 
variety of health entities have established 
wellness programs, including mindful-
ness, meditation, relaxation techniques and 
cognitive-behavior and resilience therapy/
training. In an effort to “spread the stress” 
they’ve also attempted instituting team 
based care and flexible schedules among 
other “innovations.”
 While all of these measures may help 

to alleviate some of the burnout, they func-
tion more like first responders in an emer-
gency–they don’t address the underlying 
problem causing moral injury. Moral injury 
is a product of institutional patterns that de-
mand competing loyalites and the inability 
to often do what’s best for the patient. 
 In many institutions, physicians are 
considered the most expendable resource, 
and physicians, not being stupid, are aware 
of their lowly status in the institutional hi-
erarchy. We’ve taken years to develop the 
skills and knowledge we use every day and 
that knowledge should be treasured, not 
depreciated because we’re not seeing four 
patients an hour. Knowing that everything 
we do, every action we take may be overrid-
den by an insurer or administrator with his 
eye on the bottom line is incredibly demor-
alizing. Because overriding the physician’s 
clinical judgement is often to the patient’s 
detriment with each one of those counter-
manded orders or discontinued therapeutic 
regimens, the physicians are vulnerable to 
moral injury with each act of administrative 
override. 
 Talbot & Dean state, “What we need 
is leadership willing to acknowledge the 
human costs and moral injury of multiple 
competing allegiances. We need leadership 
that has the courage to confront and mini-
mize those competing demands. Physicians 
must be treated with respect, autonomy, 
and the authority to make rational, safe, 
evidence-based, and financially responsible 
decisions. Top-down authoritarian mandates 
on medical practice are degrading and ulti-

mately ineffective.”
 We need to institute a system where 
patient care is not overridden by insurers, 
hospitals, the healthcare system or a “utili-
zation” physician. Unless we can construct 
such a system, whether it be Medicare for 
all, or Obamacare or some-other undreamt 
of system we will never be able to overcome 
the epidemic of moral injury that seems to 
be overwhelming physicians, and ultimately 
medical care.
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CLASSIFIED ADVERTISEMENTS  & 
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Did You Know....
Members may run classified ads in North Coast 
Physician  at no charge for the first six months for 
business-related ads and ½ price for personal ads  (on 
space available basis).

FIREWOOD for Sale.
Contact Lee   (707) 499-2805

Refer to Practice Opportunities on our 
website for a list of Practice 

Opportunities for Physicians.  Separate listing 
for Advanced Practice Clinicians is also post-
ed.   Recruitment  Brochure & Video; Links to 
Local Recreation; Links to Loan Repayment 

Programs; Norcal Medical Partners Facebook, 
and more....

www.hdncms.org

PRACTICE OPPORTUNITIES

THANK YOU TO OUR 
ADVERTISERS!

Broadway Medical
Cloney’s Pharmacy 

Coast Central Credit Union
Elite Caregivers

Janssen Law Firm
Jonathan Rutchik, M.D.

Norcal Mutual Insurance Company
Southern Humboldt Healthcare District

St. Joseph Health, Humboldt County

MISCELLANEOUS

DERMATOLOGY HARDBOUND TEXTBOOKS 
- Free to pick-up.  Contact Joan Davies, MD at (707) 
834-2764 or Davies-Harper@sbcglobal.net. 

PROPERTY FOR SALE/ RENT/ 

OFFICE SPACE FOR LEASE.   4,000 sq. ft. medical 
office space to lease on the Mad River Hospital campus 
in Arcata.   Contact John Biteman, MD  (707) 499-0398.

OFFICE SPACE FOR SALE.   The former home of 
Eureka Pediatrics is now available.  3,592 sq ft building 
has 24 total rooms currently configured to accommodate 
multiple exam rooms, provider offices, lab, lobby, re-
ceptionist area, and billing office.  Contact: Dave Wells.   
Wells Real Estate.   (707) 832 9121 

FOR RENT.  "Executive, fully furnished, new appli-
ances, open space layout apartments in Friendly Fortuna.  
$1800/month includes all utilities, wifi, and cleaning 
service. Prefer 3 month minimum, month-to-month 
thereafter. Contact Arlene Guccione 707-834-2400 or 
LINK"mailto:heberhouse1@gmail.com"heberhouse1@
gmail.com"

FOR RENT.  Charming second story private, safe 
pet-friendly finished studio above garage available in 
EUREKA CA.  $800 includes utilities, WiFi, shared 
kitchen and bathroom. Available May 1st, 2019 for trav-
eling professionals. Pictures available, email me or look 
on facebook group:  Gypsy Soul Travel Nurse Housing 
Options. Kate McCaffrey DO kmccaffrey123@gmail.
com 707-599-7832
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