
Letter to the Editor

Burnout and Depression in Psychiatric
Residents

Dear Editor:
A recent article1 in this journal described the results of a

study of burnout in psychiatric residents. Using a 1-item
scale to assess burnout, the investigators found that 21% of
the residents were symptomatic. Aside from problems inher-
ent in the absence of binding or consensual criteria to diag-
nose burnout, the article ignored research that connects
burnout and depression.

Mounting evidence, including evidence from research
on health professionals,2,3 has linked burnout and depres-
sion and suggested that burnout is a depressive syn-
drome.4-6 Studies conducted in France5 and the United
States6 found that teachers with high levels of burnout
symptoms, compared to colleagues with few symptoms,
were much more likely to experience the full array of
depressive symptoms, including the most severe (e.g.,
suicidal ideation). In fact, in the French and US samples,
burnout was assessed with the most commonly employed
burnout instruments.7,8 In both studies, when measure-
ment error was controlled, burnout and depressive symp-
toms9 correlated very highly (r ! .80). Moreover, burnout
and depression have both been etiologically associated
with unresolvable stress. Burnout is assumed to be a
product of unresolvable job stress. Unresolvable job stress
has been causally related to depression.10 Burnout and
depression also share similar dispositional risk factors
(e.g., neuroticism) and overlap in terms of allostatic load,
an index of the cumulative biological cost of experienced
psychosocial adversity.3,11,12

We therefore submit that in evaluating the distress expe-
rienced by overburdened psychiatric residents, investigators
assess a problem with which psychiatry is already well
familiar, namely, depression. Given the overlap of burnout
with depression and the diagnostic blur surrounding burnout,
we recommend that depression, rather than burnout, be
assessed in occupational health research. In contrast to burn-
out, depression is nosologically well characterized and
diagnosable using clinically validated instruments. To etio-
logically connect depression with work, the investigator can
ask participants whether they mainly attribute their depres-
sive symptoms to work-related problems.
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Renzo Bianchi, PhD
Institute of Work and Organizational Psychology, University

of Neuchâtel, Neuchâtel, Switzerland

References

1. Kealy D, Halli P, Ogrodniczuk JS, Hadjipavlou G. Burnout

among Canadian psychiatry residents: a national survey. Can

J Psychiatry. 2016;61(11):732-736.

2. Wurm W, Vogel K, Hofmann P, et al. Depression-burnout

overlap in physicians. PLoS One. 2016;11:e0149913.

3. Ahola K, Hakanen J, Perhoniemi R, Mutanen P. Relation-

ship between burnout and depressive symptoms: a study

using the person-centred approach. Burnout Res. 2014;1:

29-37.

4. Bianchi R, Schonfeld I, Laurent E. Is burnout a depressive

disorder? A reexamination with special focus on atypical

depression. Int J Stress Manag. 2014;21:307-324.

5. Schonfeld I, Bianchi R. Burnout and depression: two entities or

one? J Clin Psychol. 2016;72:22-37.

6. Bianchi R, Schonfeld I, Laurent E. Burnout does not help

predict depression among French school teachers. Scand J

Work Environ Health. 2015;41:565-568.

7. Maslach C, Jackson SE, Leiter MP. Maslach Burnout Inven-

tory manual. 3rd ed. Palo Alto (CA): Consulting Psychologists

Press; 1996.

The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry /
La Revue Canadienne de Psychiatrie

2016, Vol. 61(11) 737-738
ª The Author(s) 2016

Reprints and permission:
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/0706743716664333
TheCJP.ca | LaRCP.ca

Canadian  
Psychiatric Association 

Association des psychiatres 
du Canada 

http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://thecjp.ca
http://larcp.ca
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277816643_The_Maslach_Burnout_Inventory_Manual?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277816643_The_Maslach_Burnout_Inventory_Manual?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277816643_The_Maslach_Burnout_Inventory_Manual?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279204420_Burnout_and_depression_Two_entities_or_one_Impact_Factor_2236?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279204420_Burnout_and_depression_Two_entities_or_one_Impact_Factor_2236?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262880838_Relationship_between_burnout_and_depressive_symptoms_A_study_using_the_person-centred_approach?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262880838_Relationship_between_burnout_and_depressive_symptoms_A_study_using_the_person-centred_approach?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262880838_Relationship_between_burnout_and_depressive_symptoms_A_study_using_the_person-centred_approach?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262880838_Relationship_between_burnout_and_depressive_symptoms_A_study_using_the_person-centred_approach?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266547889_Is_burnout_a_depressive_disorder_A_reexamination_with_special_focus_on_atypical_depression_Impact_Factor_1389?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266547889_Is_burnout_a_depressive_disorder_A_reexamination_with_special_focus_on_atypical_depression_Impact_Factor_1389?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266547889_Is_burnout_a_depressive_disorder_A_reexamination_with_special_focus_on_atypical_depression_Impact_Factor_1389?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/301276577_Burnout_among_Canadian_Psychiatry_Residents_A_National_Survey?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/301276577_Burnout_among_Canadian_Psychiatry_Residents_A_National_Survey?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/301276577_Burnout_among_Canadian_Psychiatry_Residents_A_National_Survey?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281426674_Burnout_does_not_help_predict_depression_in_French_schoolteachers_Impact_Factor_3793?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281426674_Burnout_does_not_help_predict_depression_in_French_schoolteachers_Impact_Factor_3793?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281426674_Burnout_does_not_help_predict_depression_in_French_schoolteachers_Impact_Factor_3793?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==


8. Shirom A, Melamed S. A comparison of the construct validity

of two burnout measures in two groups of professionals. Int J

Stress Manag. 2006;13:176-200.

9. Kroenke K, Spitzer RL. The PHQ-9: a new depression diag-

nostic and severity measure. Psychiatr Ann. 2002;32:509-515.

10. Tennant C. Work-related stress and depressive disorders.

J Psychosom Res. 2001;51:697-704.

11. Hintsa T, Elovainio M, Jokela M, et al. Is there an independent

association between burnout and increased allostatic load?

Testing the contribution of psychological distress and depres-

sion. J Health Psychol. 2016;21:1576-1586.

12. Bianchi R, Schonfeld IS. Burnout is associated with a depres-

sive cognitive style. Person Indiv Dif. 2016 Jan 15. [Epub

ahead of print].

738 The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 61(11)

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256309341_The_PHQ-9_A_New_Depression_Diagnostic_and_Severity_Measure?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256309341_The_PHQ-9_A_New_Depression_Diagnostic_and_Severity_Measure?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232557112_A_comparison_of_the_construct_validity_of_two_Burnout_measures_in_two_groups_of_professionals?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232557112_A_comparison_of_the_construct_validity_of_two_Burnout_measures_in_two_groups_of_professionals?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232557112_A_comparison_of_the_construct_validity_of_two_Burnout_measures_in_two_groups_of_professionals?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269187179_Is_there_an_independent_association_between_burnout_and_increased_allostatic_load_Testing_the_contribution_of_psychological_distress_and_depression?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269187179_Is_there_an_independent_association_between_burnout_and_increased_allostatic_load_Testing_the_contribution_of_psychological_distress_and_depression?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269187179_Is_there_an_independent_association_between_burnout_and_increased_allostatic_load_Testing_the_contribution_of_psychological_distress_and_depression?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269187179_Is_there_an_independent_association_between_burnout_and_increased_allostatic_load_Testing_the_contribution_of_psychological_distress_and_depression?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-85402d8cefdbb036bc58c3798156895b-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMwNDcxNjk1MjtBUzo0MTgxNTkyNzk1MjU4ODhAMTQ3NjcwODM1MzI5Ng==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304716952

