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R educing high rates of burnout in 
medicine is the shared responsi-
bility of health systems, medical 

organizations and individual physicians, 
according to the Charter on Physician 
Well-Being, which was recently endorsed 
by the American Medical Association 
(AMA) and the Association of American 
Medical Colleges.

Created by a group of medical educa-
tors, academic leaders and wellness 
research experts, the charter outlines 
principles and best practices to improve 
physician health. These include societal, 
organizational and individual commit-
ments to support “meaningful work, 
strong relationships with patients, posi-
tive team structures, and social connec-
tion at work.” 

Medicine is facing an “epidemic of 
burnout,” said Dr.  Jonathan Ripp, 
co author of the charter. Nearly two-
thirds of American physicians report feel-
ing burned out, depressed, or both. One 
in three say those feelings negatively 
affect their work. At the end of the line, 
suicide is the most tragic outcome. It’s 
estimated that one doctor dies by suicide 
every day in the United States, the high-
est rate of any profession and double 
that of the general population.

Ripp attributes these problems to the 
“overwhelming demands” of caring for 
patients in constantly changing and often 
inefficient health systems. “The providers 
themselves also need to be supported in 
their mission with adequate resources 
and effective tools to promote well-
being,” he said. “Ultimately, they and the 
patient will benefit.”

The charter cites evidence that phys-
icians who spend even one day per week 
on the aspect of their work they find most 
meaningful have lower rates of burnout. 
According to the charter, “authentic, 
humanistic interactions with patients and 
colleagues enhance physician well-being, 
and physicians who are well may, in turn, 
provide better patient care.” 

It calls on health systems and organiza-
tions to foster a supportive culture in med-
icine and advocate for policies that reduce 
physician workload and administrative 

burden. For example, automated prescrip-
tion lines, having medical assistants enter 
patient data into electronic health records, 
and more efficient patient flow through 
clinics have been linked to reduced phys-
ician burnout and increased satisfaction. 

Organizations also have a responsibil-
ity to develop physician health leaders 
and ensure all members of health care 
teams are doing the work for which they 
are uniquely trained.  

The charter calls on individual phys-
icians to practise and promote mental 

News

Physician health charter calls on health 
systems, organizations to share responsibility 
for burnout
n Cite as: CMAJ 2018 July 3;190:E812-3. doi: 10.1503/cmaj.109-5623

Posted on cmajnews.com on June 14, 2018.

Dissatisfaction, burnout, depression and suicide in medicine are everyone’s problem, say physician 
health experts. 
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health and self-care, and to anticipate the 
emotional challenges of their work. This 
includes a collective responsibility to pro-
vide training, resources and protected 
time for debriefing and other coping strat-
egies. Organizations should also support 
adequate rest, sick leave and vacation. 

More than a dozen organizations 
have endorsed the charter. “Achieving 
national health goals depends on an 
energized, engaged and resilient phys-
ician workforce,” said AMA President 
Dr. David Barbe. “The AMA strongly sup-
ports the charter and its declaration that 

the nation is best served by a healthy 
system that promotes professional ful-
fillment by allowing physicians to meet 
their patients’ needs for high-quality 
care.” 
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