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How to use the WELL Toolkit slides

These slide decks were created by the WELL Toolkit Workgroup in 2020. 

You may use these slides individually or as a set for non-commercial 
purposes. You are welcome to edit this slide deck to customize it to your 
setting, including the use of your own logo, but please do not substantively 
change the content of the work.

If you present, reproduce, or distribute these slides, please acknowledge our 
resource, “WELL Toolkit (2020).” 

For additional information and related resources, please visit: 
https://gmewellness.upmc.com/

https://gmewellness.upmc.com/


Agenda

• Epidemiology of physician substance use
• Outcomes from treatment
• Signs and symptoms
• How to access help



Learning Objectives

1. Be aware of the signs and symptoms of a substance use 
disorder in physicians

2. Have increased confidence in knowing how to support a 
colleague who you suspect may be struggling with 
substance use disorders

3. Understand the consequences of seeking help 
voluntarily versus being reported for a substance use 
problem



Physicians are not immune

Among physicians, there is a lifetime 
prevalence of substance use disorders of  
10% to 12% which is very similar to the 

general population rate.

(Flaherty & Richman, 1993; SAMHSA, 2006) 



(Shanafelt et al, Arch Int Med, 2012)

Consequences 
of unaddressed 
physician 
burnout



One doctor’s story of 
opioid addiction from 
the Pennsylvania 
Medical Society 
(3 minute video)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c4aXN6j8Prk&feature=youtu.be


Prevalence of 
Substance Use 
Disorders (SUDs) 
in American 
Physicians

(Oreskovich, 2015)

Of 27,276 the physicians who received the survey, 
7,288 (26.7% response rate) completed the survey : 

12.9% of male physicians 
met diagnostic criteria for 

alcohol abuse or 
dependence

21.4% of female physicians 
met diagnostic criteria for 

alcohol abuse or 
dependence

Self-report of prescription 
drug abuse and use of illicit 
drugs was rare in this study

National study of SUDs in a large sample of U.S. 
physicians from all specialty disciplines using the 

AMA Physician Masterfile. 



(Oreskovich, 2015)

Alcohol Use Disorders in Physicians by Specialty



Factors independently associated with alcohol 
use disorders in physicians

• Age (OR = .985; p < .0001)

• Hours worked (OR = .994; p = .0094)

•Male gender (OR = .597; p < .0001)

• Being married (OR 1.296; p = .0424) or partnered (OR 1.989; p = .0003)

• Having children (OR .745; p = .0049)

(Oreskovich, 2015)



Other outcomes 
associated with 
Alcohol Use 
Disorders in 
Physicians

• burnout (p < .0001)

• depression (p < .0001)

• suicidal ideation (p = .0004)

• lower quality of life (p < .0001)

• lower career satisfaction (p = .0036)

• recent medical errors (p = .0011)

(Oreskovich, 2015)



Physician Views Regarding State Physician Health 
Programs (PHP)

• 2010 survey of physicians referred to a state PHP for substance 
use-related problems
• N=80 physicians (85% male) 

(Lisa J Merlo, William M Greene. Physician Views Regarding Substance Use-Related Participation in a State Physician Health Program. Am J Addict 2010;00:1–5)



The realities of 
physicians 
participating in 
Substance Use 
Treatment

• The majority of participants were 
mandated into participation 
• Significant time commitment
• Significant financial investment
• Complexity of the treatment 

(e.g. feelings of vulnerability and 
shame, difficulty accepting the patient 
role, group therapy dynamics, etc.)



Real Hope with Real Outcomes

78% 
completely negative 

urine test results 
throughout 5 years 

84.8% 
voluntarily continue 

attendance at 
12-step recovery 
meetings after 
completing the 

contractual period 
of obligation



Physicians who completed treatment 
through a PHP showed five-year 

abstinence rates exceeding 70%**

**Of note, these rates are impressively high success rate compared to the 
general population who have relapse rates of 40% to 60% following treatment



The  
surprising 
outcomes of 
the PHP 
study

The overwhelming majority of 
physicians (78.4%) reported satisfaction
with their participation in the PHP!

And 92.5% indicated that they would 
recommend it to others. 



Physician Satisfaction with Substance Use Disorder 
Treatment

The picture can't be displayed. • Helpfulness of monitoring and 
accountability
• Advocacy and professional assistance 

(for continued employment, licensure 
security, managing legal issues)
• Restoring healthy relationships 
• Fellowship and social support of 

professional peers



Pennsylvania 
Physicians' Health 
Program

Phone: (717) 558-7819

Email: php-foundation@pamedsoc.org

Website: Pennsylvania Physicians' Health Programs

Address: P.O. Box 8820, Harrisburg, PA 17105

mailto:php-foundation@pamedsoc.org
http://www.paphp.org/


“The onus cannot fall only on impaired physicians 
to heal themselves—physician colleagues and 

supervisors need to reach out to them.”

Samet JH, Liebschutz J. Beyond “Heal Thyself”: Physicians as Patients—An Uneasy Role. Ann Intern Med. 2019;170:893–894.



Early warning signs of substance use disorder

• Missed work
• Unusual personal struggles
• Unprofessional behavior
• Social isolation or withdrawal
• Changes in physical appearance or grooming
• Signs of anxiety and/or depression



If you think you may have a problem, 
ask yourself, am I… 

q Spending less time on activities that were once important
q Using more alcohol or drugs than intended
q Having strong desire to drink or use drugs
q Unsuccessfully attempting to stop using drugs or alcohol
q Experiencing problems that are caused or worsened by drugs or alcohol
q Continuing to drink or use drugs despite experiencing problems
q Experiencing a change in tolerance
q Using substances in dangerous situations (such as while driving a vehicle)
q Failing to fulfill obligations at home, work, or school
q Experiencing withdrawal symptoms when substance use is cut down or stopped
q Spending a great deal of time getting, using, or recovering from the effects of substances

The 
picture 
can't be 
display
ed.



Changing our mindset

70% of adults who use illegal drugs are 
employed full-time, but only 10% receive help!
• Substance use disorder is recognized by the 

American Medical Association (AMA) as a 
disease. 
• We need to be mindful that individuals with 

substance use disorders have a medical 
condition that requires treatment.



Look for OBVIOUS

• Odor of alcohol or marijuana
• Bloodshot eyes
• Voice changes
• Impaired coordination
• Out-of-character or
• Unacceptable behavior
• Slurred Speech



Screening questions for substance use disorders

• Does your substance use continue despite negative consequences?
• Does your substance use increase to meet the demands of an increased 

tolerance?
• Does your substance use cause conflict with loved ones?
• Does your substance use interfere with responsibilities at work, school or 

home?
• Does your substance use continue despite medical concerns?

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions – it’s time to seek help.





LifeSolutions

UPMC LifeSolutions
412-647-3669
www.lifesolutionsforyou.com
ü Referrals may be voluntary, suggested, or 

mandatory 

ü Physicians with substance use difficulties will 
receive a professional assessment by a 
licensed professional in order to determine 
next steps and to make an outside referral to 
appropriate services

LifeSolutions

Resident and Fellow 
Assistance Program (RFAP)

Physicians Assistance 
Program (PAP)

http://www.lifesolutionsforyou.com/


More than 90% of physicians who 
go through PHP substance use 

treatment are practicing at 5 years.



“Since prognosis for recovery of physicians from 
chemical dependency is exceptionally high, 

organizational approaches for the early identification 
…in physicians followed by intervention and treatment 

where indicated should be strongly supported.”

(Oreskovich, 2015)



PLEASE refer 
to the 

following 
WELL Toolkit 
resources for 
more details:

INTRODUCTION
qTips for Supervisors (pdf)
qHow to decrease barriers to physician 

help-seeking (ppt)
qUPMC Well-Being Resources –

Resident and Attending Versions (pdf)
qUPMC Guide on what happens when a 

physician seeks help (ppt)



Thank you!

For more information:
The WELL Website 

https://gmewellness.upmc.com

Please email questions to: 
Sansea Jacobson, M.D. 
jacobsonsl@upmc.edu

Vu Nguyen, M.D.
nguyenvt3@upmc.edu

https://gmewellness.upmc.com/
mailto:jacobsonsl@upmc.edu
mailto:nguyenvt3@upmc.edu

