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Beneath the white coat: decoding stress among Indian medical
postgraduates

Sir,

Stress among medical postgraduates in India has reached
alarming levels, with significant implications for
individual well-being and the healthcare system. This
review aims to explore the multifaceted nature of stress
among Indian medical postgraduates, encompassing
factors such as increasing suicide rates among doctors,
senior toxicity, loss of quality doctors, and its role in
doctor migration. Through an analysis of recent articles
from reputable journals, this review examines the
prevalence, causes, manifestations, and consequences of
stress in this population, alongside strategies for mitigation
and intervention.

Medical postgraduates in India confront a myriad of
challenges, intensifying stress levels and affecting both
their personal well-being and professional proficiency.
While stress is ubiquitous in the medical field globally, the
specific context of India's healthcare system exacerbates
its prevalence and severity among postgraduates. The
combination of rigorous academic demands, resource
limitations, societal pressures, and hierarchical structures
creates a daunting environment that significantly impacts
the mental, emotional, and physical health of these
individuals. Understanding these unique stressors is
crucial for developing tailored interventions to support the
well-being and success of Indian medical postgraduates.

PREVALENCE OF STRESS

In recent years, multiple studies have shed light on the
alarming prevalence of stress among Indian medical
postgraduates, indicating a significant public health
concern. Gupta et al conducted a multicentric study
revealing that a staggering 75% of medical residents
experienced moderate to severe levels of stress.! Similarly,
Singh et al corroborated these findings in a qualitative
study, elucidating various factors contributing to stress
among medical postgraduates, including academic
pressures, workload, and interpersonal dynamics.>
Furthermore, Mishra et al conducted a cross-sectional
survey among medical residents, revealing high levels of
burnout—a manifestation of chronic stress—further
highlighting the detrimental impact of stress on the well-
being of postgraduates.® The implications of this elevated
stress burden extend beyond individual mental health,
significantly affecting patient care quality. Garg et al
conducted a systematic review examining anxiety and
depression among medical postgraduates, revealing the

detrimental effects of stress on professional competence
and clinical decision-making.*

CAUSES OF STRESS

The causes of stress among Indian medical postgraduates
are multifactorial and deeply entrenched within the
healthcare system. Academic pressure, long working
hours, fear of failure, and institutional shortcomings
contribute significantly to stress levels.? Additionally, the
phenomenon of senior toxicity, characterized by
mistreatment or abuse of junior doctors by their senior
colleagues, further exacerbates stress and erodes
professional morale.®

MANIFESTATIONS OF STRESS

The stress experienced by Indian medical postgraduates
stems from a complex interplay of factors deeply
entrenched within the healthcare system. Singh et al
identified academic pressure, long working hours, fear of
failure, and institutional deficiencies as significant
stressors, creating a demanding environment that
compromises postgraduates’ well-being and morale.?
Additionally, Mishra et al highlighted the detrimental
impact of senior toxicity, characterized by mistreatment
from senior colleagues, exacerbating stress levels and
eroding professional morale.> These interpersonal and
systemic  challenges underscore the need for
comprehensive interventions aimed at fostering a
supportive  learning environment and promoting
psychological well-being.

Moreover, systemic issues identified by studies such as
those conducted by Patel et al and Gupta and Sharma et al
further exacerbate stress levels among postgraduates.®°
These include inadequate infrastructure, limited career
prospects, bureaucratic hurdles, and disparities in resource
allocation, perpetuating a cycle of stress and
dissatisfaction. Addressing these multifaceted stressors
requires concerted efforts to implement reforms at both
institutional and systemic levels, fostering a culture of
respect, support, and collaboration within medical
education and practice.

CONSEQUENCES OF STRESS

Stress among medical postgraduates can have severe
consequences, including impaired job performance,
decreased patient care quality, and attrition from the
medical profession. Furthermore, the increasing suicide
rates among doctors underscore the dire consequences of

International Journal of Research in Orthopaedics | September-October 2024 | Vol 10 | Issue 5 Page 1108



Ganesh A et al. Int J Res Orthop. 2024 Sep;10(5):1108-1110

unaddressed stress and burnout within the medical
community.®

The loss of quality doctors to other countries due to stress
and dissatisfaction with the domestic education system is
a significant concern for the Indian healthcare system. As
highlighted by Gupta et al, the relentless pressure and
inadequate support structures within the Indian medical
education system drive talented doctors to seek
opportunities abroad, leading to a brain drain
phenomenon. This loss not only deprives India of skilled
healthcare professionals but also perpetuates systemic
deficiencies, ultimately compromising patient care.'

Stress serves as a compelling motivator for doctors to
pursue opportunities abroad, where they perceive better
work-life balance and professional satisfaction. A study by
Patel et al demonstrated that stress, alongside factors such
as career advancement prospects and financial incentives,
significantly influences the decision of medical
professionals to migrate overseas.®

The demanding nature of medical training and practice,
coupled with limited mental health support, exacerbates
this issue, underscoring the urgent need for comprehensive
interventions to address mental health challenges in the
medical profession.

MITIGATING STRESS AND INTERVENTION

Addressing stress among Indian medical postgraduates
requires a comprehensive approach that encompasses
systemic reforms and targeted interventions. Institutional
support programs, mental health resources, and initiatives
to promote a conducive work environment are essential for
mitigating stress and enhancing the resilience of
postgraduates Moreover, efforts to combat senior toxicity,
improve work-life balance, and prioritize self-care are
integral components of stress management strategies.

Addressing stress among Indian medical postgraduates
requires a multifaceted approach that integrates systemic
reforms and targeted interventions. Central to this
approach is the establishment of institutional support
programs and the provision of mental health resources
tailored to the unique needs of postgraduates.” Offering
regular counselling and psychological support services can
provide a vital outlet for postgraduates to navigate
stressors and develop healthy coping mechanisms in a
confidential setting. Additionally, peer support programs
and mentorship initiatives foster a sense of camaraderie
and solidarity, facilitating mutual support among
postgraduates and promoting resilience.

Moreover, interventions aimed at promoting a conducive
work environment play a crucial role in stress mitigation.
This includes implementing flexible work arrangements
and rotation schedules, allowing postgraduates greater
control over their workload and time management.
Encouraging physical health and well-being through
initiatives such as gym memberships, healthy meal

options, and designated rest areas supports postgraduates
in maintaining overall wellness, enhancing their capacity
to cope with stress.

Addressing systemic issues within medical institutions is
paramount in combating stress among postgraduates.
Cultivating a culture of respect, open communication, and
psychological safety fosters a supportive environment and
mitigates the risk of senior toxicity.® Training sessions on
professionalism, conflict resolution, and effective
communication equip postgraduates with essential skills
for navigating challenging interpersonal dynamics.

Furthermore, implementing stress assessment and
monitoring mechanisms allows institutions to identify
high-risk individuals or departments and tailor
interventions accordingly. Regular feedback channels
enable postgraduates to voice their concerns and
contribute to ongoing improvements in the training
environment. Recognizing the efforts and achievements of
postgraduates through appreciation events and awards
boosts morale and reinforces their value within the
institution, thereby reducing stress and enhancing
motivation.

Encouraging postgraduates to prioritize hobbies, leisure
activities, and self-care practices outside of work promotes
work-life balance and resilience. By integrating these
strategies into a comprehensive approach, institutions can
create a supportive and empowering environment for
Indian medical postgraduates, fostering their well-being
and professional development amidst the demands of their
training.

CONCLUSION

Stress among Indian medical postgraduates is a complex
and pervasive issue with far-reaching implications for both
individuals and the healthcare system. By acknowledging
the root causes, manifestations, and consequences of stress
in this population, stakeholders can develop evidence-
based interventions to support postgraduates and foster a
culture of well-being within medical education and
practice. By investing in the holistic well-being of medical
postgraduates, we not only nurture a resilient and fulfilled
healthcare workforce but also safeguard the quality of
patient care and the sustainability of the healthcare system
as a whole. It is through collective action and a steadfast
commitment to prioritizing well-being that we can create
an environment where medical postgraduates thrive,
flourish, and fulfil their potential as future leaders in
healthcare.
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