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Keep talking to your patients about colon cancer screening.

So you won’t have to talk to them about colon cancer.

If everyone who’s 50 and older would get screened for colorectal cancer, the death

rate could be cut in half*. You play a critical role in your patients’ decisions to get 

tested. So make it a priority to talk to your patients about getting screened. For some

helpful tools, call us at 1-800-ACS-2345 or visit www.cancer.org/colonmd. This is how

we can work together to prevent colorectal cancer. This is the American Cancer Society.

*Source: http: //prg.nci.nih.gov/colorectal /
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Self-Care, Support May Lower Physician Stress
B Y  PAT R I C E  W E N D L I N G

Chicago Bureau

T U C S O N ,  A R I Z .  —  Medicine is a high-
risk profession for psychiatric morbidities.
But several strategies can help reduce the
risk of hitting bottom, Dan Shapiro, Ph.D.,
said at a psychopharmacology conference
sponsored by the University of Arizona.

“Physicians are like big ships,” said Dr.
Shapiro, a psychologist at the university
who specializes in treating physicians. “By

the time you can see that they are sinking,
it’s too late.”

One of his more radical solutions is the
creation of a no-fault malpractice system
in which physicians would be granted no-
fault judgments in exchange for disclosing
mistakes. Physicians and patients would
share the cost of reimbursing injured pa-
tients by contributing to a shared local
fund. Serious mistakes would be volun-
tarily reported to a local commission,
which would also have the duty of com-

pensating injured patients according to
preestablished guidelines. State boards
would investigate physicians and nurses
who failed to come forward.

The system would improve the dismal
rate of medical error reporting and ad-
dress one of the biggest stresses for physi-
cians. “Many physicians who are defen-
dants say that being sued was the worst
experience of their life,” said Dr. Shapiro,
who is also an author and cancer sur-
vivor. Being lied about in court or char-

acterized as an uncaring, negligent physi-
cian is emotionally traumatic to physi-
cians. For those who did cause harm, the
scars can last for years. His efforts to treat
one such physician are detailed in his book
“Delivering Doctor Amelia.”

Medical errors are a common topic
when Dr. Shapiro asks physicians to take
15 minutes to write openly and honestly to
a patient about something left unresolved.
The patient need not be living, and the let-
ter is never sent. Most physicians start
writing immediately, about 10% have trou-
ble getting started, and 5% ultimately nev-
er write a letter. The letters are read aloud,
which can be cathartic for a group of peo-
ple who in large part have been competing
rather than relating with peers since grade
school. “Physicians are starving at a ban-
quet of social support,” he said of the need
to improve social connections.

When a few excerpts were shared at this
conference, the audience went silent,
heads nodded, and some had tears in their
eyes. The mood lifted only when a letter
was read addressed to “Dear fibromyalgia

patients” and
when an audi-
ence member
asked whether
such a letter
could be ad-
dressed to an
administrator.

Other sug-
gestions from
Dr. Shapiro in-
cluded improv-
ing the work
environment
and improving
physician self-

care, typically by reducing hours, increas-
ing sleep and exercise, and improving di-
ets. Hospitals often bring in experts to
discuss the symptoms of depression and
stress. But the key is to address the prob-
lem of self-care where it starts—in resi-
dency, he said. Administrators and staff
should model and demand self-care
among residents, and give up the “hazing”
model of training. At Arizona, for exam-
ple, residents in family practice are being
asked to establish self-care goals that are
followed for compliance.

Part of the problem is that physicians
celebrate self-denial instead of self-care,
said Dr. Shapiro, who recalled a physician
patient who started one session by re-
marking that he had had to use the rest
room for the past 6 hours, but hadn’t. “I
told him, ‘Go pee. That will be more ther-
apeutic than anything I’ll do for you in my
lifetime.’ ” Studies have shown that 80% of
physicians worked when they were ill,
that 52% prescribed for themselves, and
that they visited their own doctor at a rate
equal to one-fourth the national average.
Another red flag is the internal use of
self-deprecation as a motivator, one of the
best predictors of depression, he said.

The results of unchecked emotional ex-
haustion and depression on the medical
profession can be devastating, as evi-
denced by the reported higher rate of sui-
cide among physicians, compared with
the general population. ■

Being lied about
in court or
characterized as
uncaring or
negligent is
traumatic. For
those who did
cause harm, the
scars can last for
years.
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