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Abstract

Workplace-related illness is common in the UK, and in healthcare more than five million working days over 10 years have been lost as a
result. Occupational stress is well known and can affect clinicians at any stage, yet many healthcare professionals continue to work with this
or other psychological problems (including anxiety, chronic fatigue, and burnout) as they do not wish to let their colleagues down. Mental
health issues might be dismissed, particularly in surgery, because there is a misconception that surgeons can cope better with stress than those
working in other specialties, and are better protected from clinical burnout. The benefit of exercise on physical health is clear, but its role in
the maintenance of good mental health and well-being should not be underestimated. As society adopts an increasingly sedentary lifestyle,
exercise for many has a lower priority than other activities. In this article we give an overview of the mental health issues that might affect
doctors and surgeons, and explore how exercise can benefit our well-being and clinical performance.
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Introduction

Work-related illnesses are common in the UK, and an esti-
mated 1.1 million people suffer from conditions that are
caused by, or made worse by, work.1 Within the last decade
more than five million working days were lost in healthcare
and the social sector because of occupational health issues,
with 100 000 of these being in 2014 alone.1,2

The work of doctors and surgeons can give rise to both
physical and mental problems,1,2 and occupational stress can
occur when their physiological, cognitive, emotional, and
behavioural responses to the workload are overwhelming.3
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In a recent survey, 38% (1404/3695) of surgeons thought
that work had adverse effects on their own health, and
79.1% (2919/3695) of doctors identified stress or the work-
life balance, and overall workload, to be important factors.4

Clinicians’ skills are the focus of much research, but their
psychological health is often ignored,5 particularly in surgery,
which can be both emotionally and physically demanding.3

A possible reason for this is the long-held belief that surgeons
cope better with stress and therefore have greater protection
from clinical burnout.1

In this review, we provide an overview of the essential
mental health issues to which doctors and surgeons may be
exposed, and show how exercise can be beneficial. It has long
been thought that exercise is necessary for a healthy mind
and a healthy body (both of which are considered important
by healthcare practitioners),6 and as lifestyles become more
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sedentary in western societies,7 there is a need to explore the
benefits of exercise for practising clinicians.

The  contribution  of  the  workplace  to  poor  health  and
related problems

Smith et al reported that 63% of National Health Service
(NHS) staff in their study had worked when they were
unwell,4 and doctors have reported that physical and men-
tal stressors caused by pressure at work may have resulted in
illness.4 Other factors that can increase job-related stress and
burnout amongst surgeons and other healthcare professionals
are constant reorganisation and change in the NHS.8

Retirement ages are increasing and medical careers are
therefore becoming longer.4 Increased stress at any stage can
lead to poor job satisfaction,3,9 so to maintain a healthy work-
force, physical and mental factors should be optimised to
prevent clinicians from leaving the profession and to make it
more attractive.

Exercise has both psychological and physiological bene-
fits that help to combat stress.10 It also has a positive impact
on mood, and can reduce depression and anxiety.11

Clinicians are susceptible to work-related illnesses
because they often have to deal with life-and-death situa-
tions; they work long hours, and expectations are high.2,3

Stress alone, or that which arises from other health issues,
contributes to many mental health problems such as depres-
sion, burnout, disrupted sleep, and a poorer quality of life.12,13

The prospect of litigation against doctors, another factor that
is often overlooked, can be a source of dissatisfaction in the
profession,14 and chronic exposure to stress can result in anx-
iety, guilt, and fear of accountability.15 A surgical career can
have a negative impact on personal relationships, and some
surgeons are not adequately supported by their family.1 Ill-
ness will probably be worsened if family relationships are
poor. These points might help to explain why recruitment
to surgical specialties is poor, with some disciplines having
barely more than one applicant for each position.

A recent study found that emotions, which are felt con-
stantly throughout the day (including before, during, and after
a surgical list), can have an impact on a surgeon’s life at work
and at home.15

Recognising  burnout

A busy, high-pressure, high-volume clinical workload can
contribute to problems with health.15,16 A surgical career
often involves long hours (even when the European Work-
ing Time Directive (EWTD) is strictly observed) and busy
on calls that can potentially disrupt sleep, and a combination
of these and the emotional stress that results from dealing
with life-or-death situations can result in burnout.3,5

It is vital that we recognise potential burnout in our col-
leagues as well as ourselves, as it can affect the quality of
care we give to our patients, and have a detrimental effect
on our own health.4,5 Occupational burnout interferes with
the ability to practice and can lead to medical errors,3 so sur-
geons should ensure that they have adequate mental health
protection in place. Burnout may also affect clinical careers,
as mental health issues can limit professional success.17,18

Surgeons and others (including dentists) who suffer from it
are more likely to have suicidal thoughts,1,3,9,19 and many
UK surgeons are now presenting to mental health clinics.19

What  about  exercise?

Regular exercise can help to counteract negative and depres-
sive symptoms, but many doctors and surgeons do not
prioritise a balanced lifestyle, and so neglect their own
health.2

Irrespective of age, regular, moderately-intensive phys-
ical activity is beneficial and can help to protect against
stress-related mental disorders.12 It may also reduce anxiety,
which can lead to a poorer quality of life that perpetuates the
situation.1,15 Studies have found greater reductions in anxi-
ety in people who are aerobically fit.11 Regular exercise can
allow clinicians to escape mentally from their work, and it
also improves their mental energy and concentration.10

The  beneficial  effects  of  exercise  on  stress,  fatigue,
and burnout

Burnout, which is defined as emotional exhaustion that
leads to a negative mental attitude, lack of perceived self-
achievement, and poorer care of others, is well-known to
occur in medicine and surgery.3 However, it is sometimes
exacerbated by doctors who are unwilling to take the neces-
sary time off work to recover4 because they think they are
indispensable.

Puetz et al found that 7/36 adults (20%) suffered from
persistent fatigue that was related to physical inactivity.16

Clinicians commonly experience fatigue-related burnout,
which can have negative effect on health, and can raise the
risk of developing cardiovascular disease.4,10

Fatigue not only limits the ability to work, but also has
an adverse effect on communication and teamwork.1,10 Lack
of communication within a team can be initiated by fatigue
in any of the members, and can result in errors being made.
Work-related fatigue is also linked to a poorer quality of sleep,
such as waking often during the night, reduced duration of
sleep, and feeling tired on waking.10 While the European
Working Time Directive has reduced the maximum time that
a doctor can legally work to 48 hours/week to minimise sleep
deprivation and excessive amounts of work,5 many of the
changes in shift patterns, unsocial working hours, and lack
of continuity to follow patients, increase fatigue.
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