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Doctors helping doctors

New program to address physician wellness

 By: Maura Mazurowski   December 2, 2019

A new organization intended to address mental health concerns for
physicians could be available as early as March.

The Professional Well-Being Program is under development by the Medical
Society of Virginia and the Virginia Board of Medicine. Similarly to the
Virginia Judges and Lawyers Assistance Program, or JLAP, the program
would offer resources to physicians who are struggling with mental health
illnesses and substance abuse.

“Burnout in physicians across the nation is at epidemic proportions,” said Mary Beth McIntire, the executive
president and CEO of MSV. “We’ve been trying to figure out the best way for us to help.”

Physician burnout is defined as emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and decreased feelings of personal
accomplishment that result from the chronic stress of helping other people who are struggling, according to MSV.
Recent studies found that 27% and 40% of primary care practitioners and surgeons report being “burned out,”
respectively.

McIntire said this issue contributes to the estimated 300-400 physicians who commit suicide in the United States
every year.

“Every physician I’ve ever met wants to take care of their patients,” McIntire said. “I think they sacrifice themselves
to do that, and we want to find a way to create a safe space for them to take care of themselves and take care of
their patients.”

According to Clifford Deal, the newly installed president of MSV, physician “burnout” has become a major focus of
the medical society in recent years since the implementation of “electronic health records.”

It’s also one of the most pressing issues that sparked the development of the wellness program, Johnson said.

“We started hearing more physicians say they thought their wellness was suffering,” Johnson said. “In the paper
lifestyle, you may be able to see 20 patients, make your notes and get your work done. Electronic health records
have added multiple hours to a practitioner’s day.”

Proposed legislation for the program will be introduced at the 2020 General Assembly session and would allow MSV
to establish the group with the “same immunity protection as other quality programs,” said W. Scott Johnson, who
has been the medical society’s general counsel since 2002.

In other words, any physicians who seek help through the program are ensured that their information will be kept
private.

“No doctor is going to want to avail themselves of a program to get help if the individuals providing the assistance
could be deposed in a lawsuit or if the paperwork of that help is discoverable,” Johnson said.

Under Virginia law, if there is reason to suspect that a physician is unable to care for patients due to mental health
concerns, he or she must be reported to the board. However, Johnson said that the second part of the bill would
create balance that would allow physicians to seek mental health assistance without being reported, as long as they
are not an “immediate risk” to themselves or their patients.
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“If physicians are depressed, we want them to get help, and that’s not going to require a report to the board,”
Johnson said. “But if they’re on the extreme end where they’re a harm to themselves or patients… We’re going to
call the board.”

The physician would also then be referred to the Health Practioner’s Monitoring Program, or HPMP, Johnson said.

The current draft of the bill includes an emergency clause. Therefore, if the legislation received two-thirds vote in
the House and Senate, it will go into effect upon signature from Gov. Ralph Northam. If the legislation doesn’t
receive the necessary votes, then the emergency clause will be removed and the bill will become effective July 1.

Virginia Democrats won majorities in both the House of Delegates and the Senate earlier this month, giving
Democrats full control of state government for the first time since 1994. However, Dustin Beekman, director of
business development for MSV, said he isn’t concerned that the election results will negatively impact the medical
society’s goals for the upcoming Assembly session.

“Mental health is an issue we all need to be talking about and we need to shine the light on physicians in this
instance,” Beekman said. “We hope that there would be no one that would prevent a physician from seeking help for
themselves.”

“When we have a thriving physician community, they’re going to be able to better care for their patients,” Julia
Chipko, assistant director of marketing at MSV, added.

The idea for a physician wellness program came about two years ago at Infuse, a summit organized by MSV that
encourages physicians to reflect on their well-being and connect with the joy of practicing medicine, according to
the website.

McIntire said a number of physicians raised concerns over burnout at the event.

“What we walked away from that understanding is that it was a very deep and personal issue and that we had to
have really different tools and resources to help address it,” McIntire said. “We asked, ‘How do we create something
that starts to normalize those feelings?’”

Destigmatizing mental health is something the medical society hopes a physician wellness program will accomplish.

Beeker said physicians seem hesitant to seek help for mental health illnesses out of fear of being reported or risking
job security.

“In some cases we believe that there could be a fear of, ‘Well if I say anything and there’s any type of liability out
there, then that could come against me as well,’” Beeker said. “They put a wall up and they try to find other ways to
cope.”

Though the program is still in early stages of development, McIntire said services will include counseling resources
and peer-to-peer support, as well as online tools and other educational components.

However, if the bill is passed, Beeker said the medical society’s first step in launching the program is simply to make
physicians aware that these services are out there in an attempt to be proactive rather than reactive with their
services.

“When someone’s in need, they’re not necessarily paying attention to what resources are available. They really start
looking when the need rises… We’re going to communicate that these resources are here on an ongoing basis,”
Beeker said.

There are big changes coming in 2020 for JLAP, as well. In continuation with the Virginia State Bar’s recent push for
lawyer well-being, JLAP is hiring more staff members to expand their services to Southwest Virginia and the
Tidewater region, said JLAP executive director Timothy Carroll.

“Part of the concept of expanding to Southwest Virginia is to have somebody who can be known and trusted in the
community,” Carroll said. “It’s all about trust, about being known.”
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As far as McIntire can tell, no other state’s medical societies have gone to the lengths MSV has to address physician
wellness.

“Other medical societies have done education sessions and provide online resources… But I don’t think [other
states] have gone as far as we have to influence the legislature to solidify this safe place for physicians,” McIntire
said.
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