






  
    Skip to main content
  

    
    
        

           
                Intended for healthcare professionals

            


            
                
                    
                

            



            
            
            
                
                    
                        	
        Subscribe
    
	
    

  
    My Account    
  
  	My email alerts




	
        BMA member login
    


  
    Login    
  
  	


  Username *
 



  Password *
 



  Forgot your log in details? 
 




  Need to activate 
 




  




  BMA Member Log In 
 



  Log in via OpenAthens 
 



  Log in via your institution 
 








                        
                                                    
                                  
    

      
  
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Edition: 

  
    US    
  
  	UK
	South Asia
	International



  


  
  



  




 
  

                            

                        
                        
                            
                                Our company
                            

                        


                    

                

            


            
            
                
                    

                        
                            
                            
                                Toggle navigation
                            
                            
                                                            
                                    
                                    The BMJ logo

                                
                                                        Site map

                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                    Search

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                                                                      
    

      
  
      Search form

    Search
Search







 
  

                                                                                            


                                            
                                                	Advanced search
	Search responses
	Search blogs


                                            

                                        

                                    

                                

                            


                            
                            
                                
                                Toggle top menu
                            

                            
                            
                                
                                
                                                                        
                                    
                                                                                    	covid-19
	Research	At a glance
	Research papers
	Research methods and reporting
	Minerva
	Research news


	Education	At a glance
	Clinical reviews
	Practice
	Minerva
	Endgames
	State of the art
	What your patient is thinking
	Rapid recommendations
	Student


	News & Views	At a glance
	News
	Features
	Editorials
	Analysis
	Observations
	Opinion
	Head to head
	Editor's choice
	Letters
	Obituaries
	Views and reviews
	Careers
	Rapid responses


	Campaigns	At a glance
	Better evidence
	Climate change
	Divestment from fossil fuels
	Patient and public partnership
	Too much medicine
	Wellbeing


	Jobs	Doctor Jobs UK
	Hospital Jobs UK
	GP Jobs UK
	International Jobs



                                        
                                        
                                        
                                            	Archive
	For authors
	Hosted


                                        

                                    
                                


                                                            





                        

                    

                

            

        

         
            
            
                
                
                                        	News & Views
	What I learnt from...
	What I learnt from studying doctors’ mental health over 20 years—an essay by Jenny Firth-Cozens

                    

                                        
                                                                                                                                                                                          
    

      
  
       
        

      
    

    
  

  

  
      
        
          
  
      
  
  
    

            Feature
    
            Doctors’ Health
    
            What I learnt from studying doctors’ mental health over 20 years—an essay by Jenny Firth-Cozens
    
    BMJ
    2020;
    369
     doi: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m1374
    (Published 09 April 2020)
  
    Cite this as: BMJ 2020;369:m1374  

    
    


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	Article
	Related content
	Metrics
	Responses
	Peer review
	

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Jenny Firth-Cozens, emeritus professor of clinical psychology

	Northumbria University


	jenny.cozens{at}gmail.com


Covid-19 has put mental health in the spotlight more than ever. Jenny Firth-Cozens spent two decades following cohorts of doctors through the trials of their career. She looks back on the persisting problems from a failure to acknowledge the reality of a life in medicine—and the organisational changes needed to support it

In 1983 I was working as a clinical scientist in Sheffield, at the Medical Research Council (MRC) Social & Applied Psychology Unit. We studied job related issues and ran a small clinic looking at depression in the workplace.
One day, two young doctors arrived saying that two junior house officers (JHOs), one in each of their teams, had died by suicide the week before and that no one had mentioned it in team meetings since then. Look into doctors, they said—no one does. I did so, and response rates were never less than 71%: doctors, it seemed, really wanted to talk about their mental wellbeing.
I was fascinated by the question of whether the job or the person weighs heaviest when it comes to work related stress and depression. Any answer to this must involve a longitudinal design and, because of the medical register, I knew that I could follow UK doctors over years. At the time, just one such study had been done: the US Precursors study from Johns Hopkins, begun in the 1940s and focusing on male doctors and physical disease.1 My study focused on 304 fourth year medical students at three UK universities, who completed questionnaires and were followed up in their first postgraduate year and again 10 years later. Building on this, I studied various samples of the original participants on and off for 20 years.
A feature of this design is that you hope that you’ve chosen the right variables early on. … 
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