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My head is bloody but 
unbowed: Challenging mental 

health stigma within ourselves and 
systems.

Justin Bullock, MD, MPH

University of Washington School of Medicine, Division of 
Nephrology
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Objectives
1. Explore barriers which discourage treatment of mental 
illness in medical trainees and providers.
2. Leverage Kotter's 8 stages of change management to 
examine how to create change within large institutions.
3. To develop a set of locally implementable actions to 
promote help-seeking for mental illness.
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Who am I?
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We are more than 
just our struggles.
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Framework Key Features
Strict compliance -Disability is an individual, medical problem

-Strict legal interpretation 
-Risk orientation 

Spirit of the Law -Disability is individual and social in nature
-Liberal interpretation of “essential” technical standards
-Must apply for accommodations

Transformative -Disability is normal human variation, a valued social identity
-Social justice as guiding principle
-Acknowledges that the environment must change

Frameworks of Inclusion

Jain N. in Disability as Diversity. 2020
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Mental Illness in Healthcare Workers

• Meta-analysis of 50+ studies found that a mean of 
28.8% of physicians have depression or depressive sx
at any point in time

• Before internship 3.9% of interns met PHQ-9 criteria 
for depression but by the end of internship, 41% of 
interns met criteria for depression at some point 
during the year.

Mata et al. JAMA. 2015.
Sen et al. Arch Gen Psych. 2010



#MSE23 Hours worked correlate linearly with depression scores

PHQ-9 scores were assessed at baseline and then quarterly throughout the internship year. 

Analysis adjusted for sex, surgical or nonsurgical specialty, personality trait of neuroticism, history of depression 
before the internship, early family environment, age, cohort calendar year, marital status, parental status, and 
time-varying factors of stressful life events and medical errors. 

Fang et al. NEJM 2022
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Disrupting the cycle

• What barriers prevent help-seeking?
• How do we encourage learners who are fearful of 

getting help?
• Is being vocal about one’s mental illness going to 

jeopardize their career?
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Barriers to help 
seeking
1. Hero narrative/hidden 
curriculum
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Barriers to 
help seeking
2. Systematic 
barriers to 
seeking and 
accessing 
accommodations
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Barriers to 
help seeking
3. Default to 
leave of absence
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Barriers to help 
seeking

4. Fear of 
jeopardizing 
physicianhood
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#MSE23 Barriers to 
help seeking

Hero narrative/hidden 
curriculum
Systematic barriers to 
seeking and accessing 
accommodations
Default to leave of 
absence
Fear of jeopardizing 
physicianhood
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Return to Work
• What type of evaluation, if any, should the institution 

complete to determine whether this resident is safe to 
return to work?

Provider Safety
Patient Safety

Institutional Liability
Impact on peers/colleagues
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• I was sent to my institution’s Physician Well-Being 
Committee
• Committee determines that a formal fitness for 

duty (FFD) evaluation is necessary
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My experience with the FFD evaluation
• Drug tests (hair, blood & urine)
• Extensive multi-day psychiatric evaluation
• ~600 item personality test
• Disclosure of all mental health/substance use records
• Return to work ‘agreement’ 
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Why do we have FFD?
• Protect patients
• Protect providers from state medical boards and 

help them maintain their license
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My concerns with FFD
• Currently in treatment with no performance concerns
• Forced to disclose many private details to be re-

diagnosed 
• Lack of transparency
• I saw no URM individuals on committee despite highly 

stigmatized process
• Felt institution overreach by providing specific 

psychiatric tx recs in order to return to work
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Standing in my truth

• Knowing what is possible
• Cost of folks with mental illness/substance use disorders not 

coming forward.
• Those who complete FFD unlikely to speak up 
• Consequences for speaking out
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Change management

• Organizations must continually readapt their business 
model or they will fail

• Must ask questions about the strategies & tactics in use to 
reach their goals

Change management is the thoughtful and careful re-
alignment of the organization based on the answers to these 

questions. 
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Kotter’s 8 Stages of Change

Establish a 
Sense of 
Urgency

Form a 
powerful, 

guiding 
coalition

Develop a 
vision & 
strategy

Communicate 
the vision

Remove 
Obstacles & 

empower 
action

Plan and 
create short-

term wins
Don’t let up Anchor in the 

culture

Slide adapted from Schwartz and Souza 2020 , Kotter 1995
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Establishing a sense of urgency
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Bullock et al. J Hosp Med. 2021
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Powerful guiding coalition
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Communicate vision & empowering action
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Kotter’s 8 Stages of Change
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Impact of all this
• Institutional Task Force on Mental Health and Suicidality
• Institutional Task Force for Physician Well Being Committee 
• Formal recommendations have been made by multiple task 

forces, awaiting chancellor approval
• National awareness on the topic
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Disrupting the cycle

• What barriers prevent help-seeking?
• How do we encourage learners who are fearful of getting 

help?
• Is being vocal about one’s mental illness going to jeopardize 

their career?
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• Help learners with the accommodations process
• Seek care for your own mental illness
• Model how to leverage one’s narrative
• Show up
• Use your influence to drive institutional change

What can you do?
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Objectives
1. Explore barriers which discourage treatment of mental 
illness in medical trainees and providers.
2. Leverage Kotter's 8 stages of change management to 
examine how to create change within large institutions.
3. To develop a set of locally implementable actions to 
combat mental health stigma.
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Evaluation
Please be sure to complete an evaluation for 
this presentation.
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Thank You
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