
Doctor 
Well-being

A guide from the 
Medical Council  



This guide has been developed 
to assist all medical practitioners 
exercise best personal well-being 
while meeting the needs of patients. 
The Medical Council wishes to 
acknowledge the demanding and 
varied role of doctors and provide 
them with a simple guide which 
supports good nutrition, regular 
exercise and their mental health. All 
three components in equal measure 
will ensure doctors are at their best 
when treating patients.



Concerns about your health  
or health of another doctor
If you have concerns about your health or the health 
of a doctor you know, please consider the following 
options: 

�	 Discuss with your family doctor 

�	 Discuss with an Occupational Health Physician 

�	 Make contact with the Practitioner Health Matters 
Programme 

�	 Contact the Medical Council Health Committee 

These supports provide a confidential and independent service 
to doctors that may be going through a difficult and stressful 
time. We encourage doctors to access these supports. 

Importance of having your own GP
�	 To ensure you are at your best mental and physical health,  

it is essential that you have your own GP, who is not a 
member of your family

�	 As stated in the Guide to Professional Conduct & Ethics 8th 
edition, you should never self-prescribe medication or treat 
for yourself

�	 You should never prescribe medication or treat friends or 
families unless in an emergency

�	 Your employer or the Irish College of 
General Practitioners website can assist 
you in finding a local GP

https://www.icgp.ie/go/find_a_gp


Mental Health
�	 Do take regular work breaks throughout 

the day. A full lunch break and organised 
short breaks throughout the day will 
leave you in a stronger position when 
meeting patients’ needs.

�	 Use some of your lunch break for a short walk outside – 
this will assist in clearing your mind and feeling refreshed 
on your return.

�	 Do seek assistance from work colleagues if you feel 
overwhelmed to ensure the work load is evenly spread.

�	 A regular and consistent sleep pattern will assist your body 
and mind in being ready for the next day.

If feeling overwhelmed, practise 
mindfulness and deep breathing 
1.	 Breathe in for 4 seconds
2.	 Hold breath for 4 seconds
3.	 Exhale for 4 seconds
4.	 Count to 4 before inhaling again

�	 Seek professional help for mental health issues such as 
anxiety or depression

�	 Do take annual leave and have holidays booked in advance 
so you can be away from work with friends or family.



Nutrition
�	 While working, develop a regular eating pattern 

and avoid snacking in place of regular meals. 

�	 Do not depend on alcohol to relieve stress and 
avoid drinking alcohol during the working week 
which can also reduce quality of sleep and impact mental 
well-being.

�	 Drink water regularly throughout the day to ensure your 
body is adequately hydrated.

�	 Opt for larger quantities of fruit and vegetables when 
preparing meals.

�	 Don’t skip meals or breaks or opt for fast food on the go 
during busy working days.

�	 If you are struggling to ensure you meet your nutritional 
needs during busy work days, it may be helpful to cook large 
quantities of food on your days off and freeze them in easy 
access portion sizes that you can quickly defrost and heat 
up during busy days. 

Drink water regularly 
throughout the day to 
ensure your body is 
adequately hydrated



Regular exercise
�	 Ensure 30 minutes of exercise per day 

such as brisk walking. This could be done 
by walking in part or cycling to work or 
walking on your lunch break. 

�	 Practise simple exercises in the morning before work to help 
feel energised and fresh. 

�	 Use fitness apps on your smartphone to record and set daily 
targets for walking or steps.

�	 Simple measures like taking the stairs instead of the lift 
can really boost your activity level as well as offering a 
means of getting a quick break away from others if you feel 
overwhelmed.

�	 Ensure walking occurs throughout the day in your workplace 
or on your break.

�	 If you usually jog or walk daily during normal circumstances 
it is especially important to continue to do so during 
stressful periods to maintain good mental health. 

Ensure 30 minutes 
of exercise per day



Bullying
The Medical Council recognises the 
importance of a positive working 
environment and collegiality in the 
workplace. Instances of bullying can have 
a detrimental impact on doctors, their ability to treat 
patients and to serve Ireland’s health service.

�	 The Medical Council will not tolerate any instances of 
bullying.

�	 All instances of bullying should be reported and dealt with 
appropriately by employers.

�	 Doctors should be aware that bullying can occur in 
their workplace among other staff and report such 
circumstances if they occur.

�	 All medical practitioners should show respect and offer 
support to each other to ensure strong collegiality.

All instances of bullying 
should be reported and 
dealt with appropriately 
by employers



The Medical Council’s  
Health Committee
The Medical Council’s Health Committee monitors and advises 
Council about the health of individual doctors who have 
relevant medical disabilities. 

Most doctors who suffer illness will recognise that they have 
an illness, will attend their general practitioner, consultant or 
occupational health physician and comply with the appropriate 
treatments and recommendations.  This may include taking 
time off work or indeed changing the nature of their work, 
either temporarily or permanently. 

The majority of doctors with health problems will therefore 
have no need to have any involvement with the Medical Council 
or its Health Committee. Unfortunately, some with illness will 
not have such insights, may be in denial, or delay seeking 
treatment for some other reason.  In such cases, their illness 
may impair their practice and indeed harm patients. It is this 
latter group of doctors who may be reported or referred to the 
Medical Council’s Health Committee.

Are you concerned about your health 
or the health of another doctor?
�	 Discuss with your family doctor

�	 Discuss with an occupational health physician

�	 Make contact with the Practitioner Health Matters 
Programme

https://www.medicalcouncil.ie/existing-registrants-/health-sub-committee/
https://practitionerhealth.ie/
https://practitionerhealth.ie/


Practitioner Health Matters 
Programme
The Practitioner Health Matters Programme offers a strictly 
confidential service to doctors, dentists and pharmacists. They 
have a confidential telephone line and email contact point for 
an expert clinical advice service and welcome contact from any 
individual whether you are the person in need of help, a family 
member, a colleague or a friend.

Practitioners can go through difficult periods in their lives and may 
experience stress, burnout, depression, anxiety or other conditions 
such as alcohol or drug misuse. Seeking confidential medical help 
is the most appropriate way to deal with these conditions.

Adverse incidents or complaints can also be very stressful for 
practitioners. They can impact negatively on mental health with 
feelings of incompetence, isolation, and guilt to name but a few. In 
some instances the practitioner can become the second victim and 
can feel isolated and alone. Often these are temporary feelings but 
talking with a professional in a confidential setting can help with 
processing these understandably distressing emotions. 

This Programme provides appropriate care and support for health 
professionals in Ireland who may have mental health issues such 
as stress, anxiety or burnout or who may have a substance misuse 
problem. It is fully independent and separate from the regulatory 
bodies and employers. It has been endorsed by Memorandum 
of Understanding by the relevant professional councils and is 
supported by representative organisations and training bodies.

To make an enquiry or seek support please visit  
www.practitionerhealth.ie , email on 
confidential@practitionerhealth.ie or call (01) 278 9369.

https://practitionerhealth.ie/
mailto:confidential@practitionerhealth.ie


Your Ethical Obligations
As stated in the Guide to Professional Conduct and 
Ethics for Registered Medical Practitioners (Amended)

�	 You have an ethical responsibility to look after your own 
health and well-being. You should not treat or prescribe for 
yourself. You should have your own general practitioner, 
who is not a member of your family, and you should be 
vaccinated against common communicable diseases. 

�	 If you have an illness which could be a risk to patients or 
which could seriously impair your judgement, you must 
consult an appropriately-qualified professional and follow 
their advice. This professional will have a dual role: to help 
and counsel you, and to make sure you do not pose a risk 
to patients and others. If such a risk exists, you must inform 
the Medical Council as soon as possible.

�	 If you are concerned about a colleague’s health or 
professional competence due to the misuse of alcohol or 
drugs, a physical or psychological disorder or other factors, 
your primary duty is to protect patients. If there is a risk 
to patient safety, you must inform the relevant authority 
of your concerns without delay. If there is no current risk, 
you should support your colleague by advising them to 
seek expert professional help or to consider referral to the 
Medical Council’s Health Committee. 

�	 You should not treat or prescribe for members of your family 
or others with whom you have a close personal relationship 
except in emergencies. You must not prescribe controlled 
substances for them or issue sick certificates or reports for 
them except in emergencies.



Resources
The Practitioner Health Matters Programme supports doctors, dentists 
and pharmacists who have a concern about stress, burnout, mental 
health difficulties or who may have an alcohol or drug misuse problem.

HSE Employee Assistance: Programme Available to all HSE employees 
free of charge. Offers counselling on a range of issues including critical 
incident stress management.

Occupational Health: A list of all providers is available here.

Doctors Health Programme ICGP: Promotes physical, psychological  
and occupational health of GPs as well as general wellbeing.

RCSI: advice and resources for supporting clinical work and mental 
health in healthcare practitioners.

RCPI: Physician Wellbeing Programme.

Royal Medical Benevolent Fund Society of Ireland:  
For doctors experiencing financial stress.

College of Anaesthesiologists of Ireland wellbeing supports are 
available here.

Conclusion
The Medical Council recognises the importance of 
supporting doctors’ physical and mental health. Good 
nutrition, regular exercise and mental health all work 
in equal measure and assist doctors in being at their 
best when treating patients. 

Further doctor well-being resources are available 
from Post Graduate Training Bodies, Medical Schools, 
indemnifiers, employers. An expanded list is available on 
www.medicalcouncil.ie

https://practitionerhealth.ie/
https://www.hse.ie/eng/staff/workplace-health-and-wellbeing-unit/employee-assistance-and-counselling-service/
https://www.hse.ie/eng/staff/workplacehthwellbng/stfsuprts/occhealth/occupational-health-listing.pdf
https://www.hse.ie/eng/staff/workplacehthwellbng/stfsuprts/occhealth/occupational-health-listing.pdf
https://www.icgp.ie/go/in_the_practice/doctors_health
https://www.rcsi.com/dublin/coronavirus/healthcare-professionals/positive-mental-health
https://www.rcsi.com/dublin/coronavirus/healthcare-professionals/positive-mental-health
https://www.rcpi.ie/physician-wellbeing/
http://www.medicalbenevolent.ie/
https://www.anaesthesia.ie/training/wellbeing/
http://www.medicalcouncil.ie


Medical Council, 
Kingram House, 
Kingram Place, 
Dublin 2, 
D02 XY88

Website: www.medicalcouncil.ie 
Email: info@mcirl.ie  
Telephone: +353 1 4983100

The Medical Council regulates medical doctors in the Republic 
of Ireland. The Council’s purpose is to protect the public by 
promoting and better ensuring high standards of professional 
conduct and professional education, training and competence 
among doctors. The Medical Council’s remit centres around 
the core principle of protecting patients and supporting 
doctors. 

http://www.medicalcouncil.ie
mailto:info@mcirl.ie
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