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Researchers say these findings show residency programs
need to focus on physicians' mental health and work
conditions.
By Myrle Croasdale, AMNews staff. March 10, 2008.
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Depressed medical residents make six times more medication errors than
residents who are not depressed, according to a U.S. study published online
Feb. 7 in the British Medical Journal.
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"Depression is a significant problem for residents as well as for their
patients," said lead study author Amy Fahrenkopf, MD, MPH. "The fact that
it's a problem for both needs to be addressed."
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The study looked at 123 pediatric residents at
Children's Hospital Boston, Lucile Packard
Children's Hospital in Palo Alto, Calif., and
Children's National Medical Center in Washington,
D.C. A medication error was defined as any error in
the ordering, transcription or administration of a
medication.
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Participants wrote a total of 6,078 orders, and 45 medication errors were
found. Depressed residents made 6.2 times more errors per month than
residents who were not depressed. The study found that 20% of residents
were depressed, while 74% were burned out.
Dr. Fahrenkopf said it made sense that depressed residents would make more
errors, because depression causes problems with attention and reaction time.
Half of the depressed residents were unaware of their mental illness, she said.
"Most people expect to be miserable during residency, and they often miss

http://www.ama-assn.org/amednews/2008/03/10/prsd0310.htm (1 of 3)3/3/2008 1:43:58 AM

Top items
this week

GOVERNMENT Reform:
Transparency hot, state mandates
not

PROFESSION More
schools teaching spirituality in
medicine

BUSINESS Illinois proposes
stores choose clinics or tobacco

OPINION Cuomo's
reasonable investigation on
pricing

HEALTH Meningococcal
resistance

ON THE SITE

AMNews: March 10, 2008. Depressed residents make more drug errors ... American Medical News

Advertising
Permissions

when they cross the line into illness," said Dr. Fahrenkopf, a pediatric
hospitalist at Children's Hospital Boston.
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Christopher Landrigan, MD, MPH, the study's principal investigator, said
that while the researchers were not the first to find a high incidence of
depression among residents, the study is important because it clearly links
depression with medical errors.
"This really should be a wake-up call for [resident] programs," Dr. Landrigan
said. "They need to think seriously about the work conditions and mental
health of their residents."

A study of
pediatric
resident
physicians in 3
children's
hospitals found
20% were
depressed.

Data were collected as part of a larger dutyhours study measuring the effects of the
Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical
Education's 80-hour-per-week limits on
residents' safety, health and educational
experiences.
Other studies have found high rates of
depression and burnout among residents, with
rates ranging from 7% to 56% for depression
and 41% to 76% for burnout.

Practicing physicians also are susceptible to mental illness, with studies over
the past four decades documenting higher-than-average suicide rates among
physicians, though their depression rates are comparable with those in the
general population.
Theodore Sectish, MD, pediatric resident director at Children's Hospital
Boston, said the study reinforces the need to humanize medical training,
something his program is working into a new curriculum.
"Instead of focusing on depression and burnout, we're focusing on the whole
experience of resident training," Dr. Sectish said. "We're trying to raise
awareness that seeking help for mental health is not a weakness, but a
strength."
Discuss on Sermo Back to top.
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