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Regulations limiting hours first-year medical residents can work take effect this month, fueling debate over whether the change will affect
patient care or harm crucial competencies for physicians in training.

The change, approved by the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education, reduces the limit from 24 to 16 hours per shift for the
first-year and was designed to prevent medical errors caused by fatigued residents. It allows second-years to work up to 24.

Survey findings released by the Mayo Clinic in March suggest concern over what effect the limit will have, but some Scottsdale health
officials are preparing to adapt to the change.

"What we're doing is embracing a positive change and saying, 'We're making the system safer,'" said Dr. Joseph Mikhael, director of the
Hematology-Oncology Fellowship program and vice chairman of the Graduate Education Committee at Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale.

Mikhael said that system, in which trainees work traditionally long hours with more exposure to certain patients, was inevitably going to
change. Whenever there's a shift, he said, there is discomfort.

A Mayo Clinic survey found 87 percent of eligible program directors said the 16-hour limit will decrease residents' continuity with
hospitalized patients. Additionally, 65 percent said it will not change resident fatigue, while 6 percent said it will increase fatigue.

Dr. Michael Foley, chief medical officer at Scottsdale Healthcare, acknowledges that fewer hours worked consecutively would mean less
continuity of patient care. However, he said how that will translate for patients remains to be seen.

"We have to proactively look at it," he said, adding that adapting to a new scheduling model could pose a challenge.

Mikhael said the Mayo Clinic has tested two models, in which trainees begin their shifts overnight and work through the day, instead of
starting in the morning. Scottsdale Healthcare has also moved to a "night float system," Foley said, that has residents working a limited
period of time, such as 12 hours, before going home.

Although medical facilities will evaluate effectiveness of new scheduling models, Foley said the accreditation council also will need to
look over the hours' impact on training residents.

Most program directors surveyed believed the new restrictions will decrease residents' ability to reach competency in five of the six core
areas, according to the study.

"To be honest with you, I don't think they know if these reduced hours are going to affect competencies," Foley said. "There may be a
surprise in all that. There might be better outcomes and better competencies."

Programs will have to be flexible to create new models of education as trainees begin their new hours, he said. An example of adapting
actual training, he said, could be extending three-year residency programs to four.

Previous accreditation limits have been imposed, such as a regulated maximum 80 hours of work weekly in 2003. Foley said he suspects
the new limits will spur in reality weekly hours closer to 60.

The U.S. Labor Department's Occupational Safety and Health Administration has even looked into the matter. Public Citizen, a national
advocacy organization, and other groups petitioned OSHA to enact regulations on resident physician work hours, according to a
September 2010 news release.
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Dr. Robert Creager, director of Scottsdale Healthcare's Family Medicine Residency Program, said regulations as of June were "appropriate
and adequate." Still, he said it is better that the accreditation body steps in rather than OSHA.

"Medicine has to clean up our act in terms of pleasing ourselves," he said.

With the change comes an adjustment to supervision requirements. Regulations state first-years are to be supervised either directly or
indirectly with more experienced physicians immediately available. Foley said this could prove to be "prudent for patient care and safety."

As hours lessen and supervision increases, Mikhael said, improved systems of communication among physicians at any facility will
become a priority.

"I can tell you I sat in meeting after meeting of people protesting the change," Mikhael said. "Look what happened. The system was
updated; it was made more efficient."


