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B urned out doctors may be more 
prone to racial bias, according to 
a Mayo Clinic study published in 

JAMA Network Open. 
The study measured racial bias and 

self-reported symptoms of burnout among 
3380 second-year resident doctors in the 
United States who self-identified as non-
black. Researchers asked the residents to 
rate their feelings towards black or white 
people on a scale from cold to warm. They 
also tested for unconscious prejudice by 

measuring how quickly the residents 
sorted pictures of people of different races 
by positive or negative traits. Residents 
who reported symptoms of burnout 
scored higher on both measures of racial 
bias. Following up a year later with 2733 
participants, a relationship was found 
between worsening of depersonalization 
and increases in negative attitudes toward 
black people.

These findings suggest that high rates 
of burnout in the medical profession may 

be contributing to health disparities, the 
authors concluded. “The implications for 
the quality of care provided to black peo-
ple and other disadvantaged groups 
could be substantial.” 

“Physicians with higher implicit bias 
toward black people demonstrate fewer 
patient-centred behaviors during clini-
cal interactions with black patients,” 
wrote the authors. “In turn, their black 
patients have greater distrust, have lower 
levels of adherence to treatment recom-

mendations, and are less likely 
to follow up.”

Although there is growing rec-
ognition of the threat burnout 
poses to the safety and quality of 
care, not much is known about 
how to reduce rates among phy-
sicians, they suggested.  

Residents in the Mayo Clinic 
study generally became less prej-
udiced over time, and those who 
recovered from burnout experi-
enced the greatest drop in racial 
bias. This suggests a “dose-
response” link between burnout 
and bias, according to the authors 
of an accompanying commen-
tary. However, it’s not clear from 
the study whether burnout con-
tributes to racial bias or vice 
versa, they wrote. “This is why 
addressing both burnout and bias 
together will be key to breaking 
the cycle.” 
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High rates of burnout among doctors may be contributing to racial disparities in health care, researchers warn. 
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