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Everyone needs to take part in the discourse about our well-
being in the workplace.
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'What do I do if my pager goes off when I'm on the toilet?' She hadn't said
anything up to this point, sitting tucked away in the corner, but now she was
asking the question on all of our lips. It was the early 1990s and we were 12
house officers on our first day of work at a medium-sized hospital in Central
Norway. We were excited and a little scared — at least I was.

I do not recall the answer we were given. But I hope no one advised us to avoid
the problem by not drinking. Because among all the stories this summer about
young doctors' well-being at work, perhaps one of the most powerful was the
one about the woman who undertook self-imposed dehydration (1). The case is
part of the social media campaign #legermaleve (doctors must live) that was
initiated following a young colleague's suicide in June.

A year earlier, a specialty registrar advocating for better working conditions
received considerable media attention and a record number of readers in the
Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association (2), and this winter, the
orthopaedists at Akershus University Hospital told of colleagues who would
rather be involved in a traffic accident than come to work (3). Now young
doctors all over Norway are highlighting the challenging working conditions
and asking for recognition that our occupational group should also be able to
have a healthy work-life balance.

«Young doctors are asking for recognition that our occupational
group should also be able to have a healthy work-life balance»

This situation is not unique to Norway: in the United States, 'physician
burnout' has been described as a public health crisis (4). In England, junior
doctors held regular strikes throughout the spring, and are warning of further
strikes. While their demand is for higher wages, studies show that salary levels
are actually low on the list of factors contributing to dissatisfaction: heavy
workloads, understaffing and lack of guidance are rated higher (5). Doctors
believe that stress levels are the cause of a range of health problems, including
panic attacks, migraines and hair loss, and many want to leave the public health
service (6, 7).

In Norway, the vast majority of stories so far have come from female doctors,
and many were first shared in online forums exclusively aimed at female
doctors. The #legermaleve campaign could therefore be said to be reminiscent
of the #metoo campaign, where the discourse also started in closed networks of
women talking to women before spreading to more open channels and other
media. While sexual harassment primarily affects women, most problems
related to the working environment are relevant to both men and women. In a
closed Facebook group for female doctors in Norway, I myself have long read
about despairing colleagues who advocate for a healthy work-life balance, and
who have expressed uncertainty, anxiety and regret over their career choices.
Some have sought advice from the group — and received it: good advice, as far
as I have been able to judge, but notably without the opportunity to receive
input from the male doctors that make up nearly 50 % of all doctors in Norway.
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«The need for an acceptable work life should not be reduced to a
"woman's problem’»

The need for an acceptable work life should not be reduced to a 'woman's
problem'. Data from the United States may indeed indicate that burnout is
more common among female doctors, and the gender disparity can perhaps be
explained by the fact that the work is not entirely compatible with family life
(8). Additionally, in a recent working environment survey of Danish doctors,
slightly more women than men (24 % versus 18 %) reported a high or very high
level of work-related stress (9). Meanwhile, a Norwegian study of doctors
shows that both women and men believe a healthy work-life balance, low levels
of job-related stress and strong support from colleagues are crucial for well-
being at work (10). Excessive job-related stress is not confined to young doctors
either: in the Danish survey, work-related stress was equally prevalent among
senior consultants as among specialty registrars (11).

This autumn, a new group of hopeful students will start their medical studies.
In six years' time, they will enter the workforce. Their medical studies will
afford them a multitude of opportunities, and not all of them need to choose
patient-centred work. But many must, if the vision of the Health Personnel
Commission is to be realised and the public health service is to survive (12).
This is yet another reason why something must be done about doctors'
workloads and working environment. The discourse has begun, and it is
important going forward that everyone has their say.
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