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Ethical standards are compromised by workload,
resources and time pressure
October 15, 2019

You would be hard pressed to find many, if any clinicians, not describing their

work environment as challenging and stressed. We can all relate to the unease

that systemic factors such as workload, time pressure, and resourcing impact

our ability to properly care for patients. 

57% of respondents in a recent Medical Protection Society (MPS) survey,

which forms part of our “Breaking the Burnout Cycle” campaign, believe that

such issues also compromise ethical standards multiple times a week—this is

particularly concerning given the increasing professional accountability

doctors face. [1] Doctors inherently have a values-based work ethic and can

find this constant and unremitting burden of failing to meet ethical standards

morally distressing. 

This along with poor organisational resilience, manifesting in substantial

workloads, reduced breaks and rota gaps increase the chances of burnout

which further raise the chances of an adverse clinical incident.  Indeed, a

quarter of those surveyed suspected that emotional exhaustion had

contributed to an irreversible clinical error with 67% of them saying this was

due to a lack of concentration. Other studies around the world have also

linked burnout to an increased medicolegal risk. 

Why then, when there is evidence between burnout and adverse incidents, do

nearly half (44%) of the doctors surveyed feel that they are not encouraged to

discuss issues of wellbeing by those in management? The onus cannot fall to

individuals alone to address the burnout problem as we all have our part to

play as a collective. Empowering the team so they feel they have control and

enabling them to speak up for safety are equally important. Just over half

(47%) who took part in the survey strongly disagree that workload is fairly

distributed among colleagues, which can then contribute to feeling devalued

and a sense of injustice. Treating colleagues fairly and with respect will create

a just environment and can help build resilience. 
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However, preventing burnout is best achieved by organisational interventions

and I believe that employers and managers have a moral obligation to their

staff and colleagues, as well as to patients to improve safety. Prevention will

require attitudinal and policy change along with a willingness to accept that

errors are usually multifactorial and not just down to human error. Creating an

environment to promote wellbeing is also a necessity, rather than a luxury, as

the impact of engaged and content clinical staff on patient safety should not

be underestimated. 

Engaging human factor and ergonomics principles in design and planning

should reduce systemic factors contributing to adverse incidents and make it

easier to achieve good patient outcomes. Using the human factors

framework can also help us to understand why and how errors occur in the

context of stressed environments interacting with individuals stretched often

to their limit.

Investigating incidents in isolation and without systemic context is not only

unfair but will fundamentally lead us to incorrect assumptions and

conclusions such as attributing blame to one person. Moving away from a root

cause and culture of blame will inevitably improve morale and well-being. So,

while we can all try and build personal resilience, human factors science may

hold some of the solutions needed to create protective environments and

help us avoid burnout.

Pallavi Bradshaw, Education Services Lead (UK), Medical Protection Society.  

Competing interests: Membership with MPS provides the right to request

access to expert advice and support on clinical negligence claims, complaints,

GMC investigations, disciplinaries, inquests, and criminal charges such as gross

negligence manslaughter. Members also have the right to request indemnity

for claims arising from professional practice.

Footnote:

1. MPS surveyed 275 UK doctors in April 2019 which was part of a wider

international survey of 1,170 doctors across the UK, Ireland, New

Zealand and South Africa. MPS has also recently launched a report

‘Breaking the burnout cycle’ which seeks to address the burnout

endemic in healthcare, by setting out key recommendations to

safeguard the wellbeing of doctors and avoid them becoming burnt out

and disillusioned in ever greater numbers. 
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