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Foreword: Time for a practical handbook for physician health and well-being
Jason R. Frank, MD MA(Ed) FRCPC; Jon Cormier, MA; Cynthia Abbott, MPl; and Sarah Taber, MHA/MGSS

“Physician health” is an emerging field in medicine, and this 
book marks another milestone in its development.  As described 
by Puddester in the Introduction, physician health used to be 
a euphemism for a clinician with a substance abuse problem.  
We have come a long, long way from those days.  Today, the 
field has expanded in scope and depth.  We live in an era in 
which there is a world shortage of  health professionals, and no 
prospect for relief  in our practice lifetime.  More than ever, we 
need every available health professional to possess the healthy 
lives that they work to promote in their patients.  In an era 
of  increasing intensity, accountability, upheaval, and scarcity in 
health care, we need to support sustainable practices for those 
in the health professions too.  Numerous pioneering leaders 
have developed physician health, not only as an area of  practice, 
but also a field of  scholarship, and moreover, an imperative.  In 
this book, Puddester, Flynn, and Cohen et al, answer this call.  
Leading practitioners and scholars have assembled their insights 
into a publication with a unique niche:  an accessible, useful, 
ready resource for those thinking or teaching about physician 
health and well-being.  From addictions to zeitgebers, from 
career planning to financial planning, The CanMEDS Physician 
Health Guide is a handy source for information.

The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide is the latest resource from 
the Royal College of  Physicians and Surgeons of  Canada’s na-
tional faculty development program.  This program supports 
the teaching and assessment of  the CanMEDS Roles in medi-
cine by creating resources and Train-the-trainer Workshops 
to support each of  the seven identified domains of  physician 
competence.  The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide relates 
specifically to the Professional Role, a domain that includes 
the ability of  physicians to demonstrate a commitment to 
physician health and sustainable practice.

As Professionals, physicians are committed to the health and 
well-being of  individuals and society through ethical practice, 
profession-led regulation, and high personal standards of  
behaviour.  However, by dedicating so much of  themselves to 
the health and caring of  others, physicians can lose sight of  
their own health needs.  The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide 
was created with the idea that having healthy physicians is a 
necessary ingredient for excellence in health care.

The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide is an introduction to the 
broad scope of  issues that make up physician health.  As a 
toolkit, this publication is an easy-to-access resource which all 
physicians can use to pursue better physician health.  Using 
real-world situations and scenarios, this guide will help physi-
cians discover practical and useful strategies for introducing 
and promoting physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. 

The topics covered throughout The CanMEDS Physician Health 
Guide were identified by a panel of  experts—physicians who 
work with other physicians who have health concerns.  Content 
experts were challenged to present their topic in a simple two-
page spread that introduces readers to the topic, provides a 
sample case, and additional references for further reading.  As 
a result, readers can quickly access information on any topic 
area and find a succinct summary of  information along with 
the tools for further exploration.

What is the purpose of The CanMEDS Physician 
Health Guide?
As the nature of  contemporary health care evolves and de-
velops, so does the role of  physician.  The term “physician 
health” has become one of  the cornerstone ideas to improving 
the delivery of  health care, with the thesis that healthy medical 
practitioners are a necessary ingredient in offering a higher 
quality of  care.  Medicine can be a very rewarding career but it 
is also a very demanding profession.  As this guide shows the 
hazards to physician health are wide ranging – from poor nutri-
tion to problems with finances to stress management – these 
are the issues that can and do affect all physicians at some stage 
in their careers.

Throughout the handbook, each chapter acts as an introduc-
tion to a subject and provides practical information for under-
standing the issue. The chapters are created to be accessible 
within the busy schedule many physicians maintain.  This 
handbook not only creates awareness to the wide-ranging fac-
tors involved in maintaining a sustainable practice but presents 
easy-to-follow solutions to many of  the issues surrounding 
physician health.

Who created the handbook?
The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide has been created by 
practicing physicians from across Canada and international 
locations who are subject matter experts in the areas each has 
written on.  

How is the information presented?
At its core this is a practical guide for dealing with the issues 
that make up physician health.  The CanMEDS Physician Health 
Guide is thematically organized into 11 Sections that cover 
the main areas of  physician health, including a section that 
presents many of  the practical resources currently available to 
assist physicians and their own health needs.  Each section is 
divided into chapters which present the specific elements that 
make up the larger themes.  The chapters are presented in a 
two-page layout complete with specific learning objectives, a 
practical case and case resolution, the core information on the 
subject, key resources and reflective exercises.  
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The goal of  this publication is to have a resource that not 
only describes what makes up physician health, but to have 
an easy to access handbook for dealing with physician health 
issues directly. There is a quick reference index at the end of  
the book made up of  key terms and issues for dealing with 
physician health needs and each section is colour coded, so 
finding specific information is quick and simple.  

Who is this handbook for?
The Royal College is committed to creating resources for 
medical education, physician competence and quality care.  
The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide has been designed for 
multiple stakeholders, including:

Medical educators
Medical educators will find a resource on the principles of  phy-
sician health.  The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide introduces 
the myriad of  topics that make up physician health, well-being, 
and sustainability.  When creating curriculum or trying to 
answer questions that come up during a teaching session, The 
CanMEDS Physician Health Guide is there to introduce a subject, 
provide key information on the topic, present a case and case 
resolution, and to provide key resources and further reading 
on the topic.  This guide expands upon the Professional Role 
from the CanMEDS Framework and can be used to highlight 
the complexities of  physician health and sustainable practice. 

Teachers
The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide is also a resource for front-
line clinical teachers.  The easy to access format is intended to 
facilitate bedside teaching.  The cases are derived from evidence 
of  patients’ needs, from practicing physicians’ perspectives, 
from content experts and from empirical research.  This guide 
helps teachers ask effective educational questions that explore 
the variety of  aspects that make up physician health and lead 
to sustainable practice.

Trainees and students
The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide is aimed to directly ad-
dress the learning needs of  medical students and residents.  
Although the guide provides information for physicians 
throughout their careers the information is presented to show 
students and residents many of  the everyday issues that can 
(and do) affect physician health.  Along with presenting learn-
ing moments, this publication provides practical advice for 
those in training to help manage their own health in the form 
of  available resources, practical advice, and key references for 
each topic.

Practicing physicians
The CanMEDS Physician Health Guide is a simple resource for 
physicians treating other physicians.  This guide presents the 
“bigger picture” for all the phases of  a physician’s lifecycle 
and the issues surrounding physician health.  The basis for 
all CanMEDS products is that they are created by physicians 
for physicians.  The information and cases are based on sce-
narios that practicing physicians will recognize.  Similarly the 
resources identified throughout the handbook make this guide 
a powerful tool for maintaining one’s own health.  

The authors and editors have done an outstanding job in 
bringing this together.  We trust you find it useful.

Key reference
Frank JR, ed. 2005. Professional. In The CanMEDS 2005 
Physician Competency Framework. Ottawa: The Royal College, 
23–4.  Last retrieved August 19, 2009: rcpsc.medical.org/
canmeds/CanMEDS2005/CanMEDS2005_e.pdf.

CanMEDS Professional Role
Definition
As Professionals, physicians are committed to the health 
and well-being of  individuals and society through ethi-
cal practice, profession-led regulation, and high personal 
standards of  behaviour.

Key Competencies
Physicians are able to…
 1. Demonstrate a commitment to their patients, 
  profession, and society through ethical practice;
 2. Demonstrate a commitment to their patients, 
  profession, and society through participation in 
  profession-led regulation;
 3. Demonstrate a commitment to physician health 
  and sustainable practice.
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A. Goals and objectives of this guide

This handbook is designed to help educators and learners 
better understand the broad meaning of  “physician health,” 
to discover practical strategies to promote professional health 
and to apply such knowledge to real-world situations. It is not 
meant to be an academic exercise, but rather to form part of  
a practical toolkit of  resources that Canadian physicians can 
access and apply as they see fit. Readers can use this handbook 
to explore their own questions and needs, educators can draw 
upon it as a resource for teaching and learning programs, and 
investigators may find it helpful in identifying avenues for 
research in physician health. 

Topic areas were identified by a panel of  experts who work in 
the trenches with physicians presenting with health concerns. 
Content experts were invited to cover these topics—including 
sample cases, strategies and solutions, references, and reflective 
exercises—in a succinct format that would allow readers to 
access information quickly while encouraging further explora-
tion. 

It has been an honour to work on this project on behalf  of  the 
Royal College, and I am grateful to my coeditors, the brilliant 
and enthusiastic volunteer contributors, the project team, and 
the many colleagues and learners who provided feedback and 
guidance along the way. Our profession truly is wonderful, and 
it shines the brightest when we collaborate to create powerful 
and meaningful change. 

Derek Puddester, MD MEd FRCPC
Associate Professor, Psychiatry

Director, Faculty Wellness Program
University of  Ottawa

Correspondence: drpuddester@me.com

Key reference
Frank JR, ed. 2005. Professional. In The CanMEDS 2005 
Physician Competency Framework. Ottawa: The Royal College, 
23–4. 

The vast majority of  today’s physicians entered their profession 
after considerable reflection, years of  academic preparation, 
and in the face of  significant competition and challenge. The 
intellectual, emotional, physical and social demands of  medi-
cal training are rigorous, as are the professional and personal 
demands of  practice. The good news is that most physicians 
thrive in their work environments, are strong and healthy, 
practise excellent strategies to safeguard their own well-being, 
and enjoy long and healthy lives. When physicians’ personal 
well-being and professional commitment are in balance, posi-
tive synergies result that sustain them in their healing role, to 
the benefit of  patients and the health care system as a whole.

And yet the phrase physician health seems not to convey that 
common reality. For many decades it was a euphemistic refer-
ence to struggles with addiction. Slowly, provincial medical as-
sociations and colleges began to develop innovative programs 
that provided treatment and support services primarily for 
issues related to substance abuse. However, physician health 
programs have evolved dramatically in recent years in response 
to demand for a range of  services to address issues ranging 
from depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation to disruptive 
behaviour, risk of  relapse and family discord. The growth of  
these programs has been consistent across Canada, and physi-
cian organizations continue to support a deeper understanding 
of  “physician health.” 

In collaboration with other stakeholders and partners across 
the country, the Royal College of  Physicians and Surgeons of  
Canada is now taking a leadership role in the field of  physi-
cian health. The CanMEDS project has modernized Canadian 
specialty medicine and is being adopted in many countries in 
response to the increasing complexity of  contemporary health 
care delivery. Although, as is the case with many physician 
competencies, aspects of  physician health can readily fit into 
many CanMEDS roles, the College has anchored it within the 
Professional Role. Specifically, as professionals, physicians are 
committed to the health and well-being of  individuals and 
society through ethical practice, profession-led regulation, and 
high personal standards of  behaviour.” The key competencies 
of  this role demand that physicians:
	 •	 Demonstrate	a	commitment	to	their	patients,	profession	and	
  society through ethical practice;
	 •	 Demonstrate	a	commitment	to	their	patients,	profession,	and	
  society through participation in profession-led regulation; and 
	 •	 Demonstrate	a	commitment	to	physician	health	and	sustainable	
  practice. 


