
   

 

 

 

HDRM Survey of Hospital Doctors in Ireland  
In October and November 2019, with the assistance of the Medical Council of Ireland, HDRM conducted a cross-sectional 

survey of hospital doctors currently working in Ireland in order to investigate their working conditions and working lives. A 

stratified (by grade) random sample of 5356 hospital doctors were invited to take part in the anonymous, online survey. 

1070 doctors responded, providing a response rate of 20%. This research brief reports on work-family conflict and work-life 

balance findings from the survey.   

 

 

 

 

Work-family Conflict  

• 83% (726) agree that the demands of their job make it difficult to maintain the kind of relationships with family/friends 

they would like. 72% of consultants and 88% of NCHDs agreed with this statement. 

• 87% (763) agree that they ‘often feel the strain of attempting to balance my responsibilities at home and work’. 42% 

(370) strongly agree with this statement. 80% of consultants and 90% of NCHDs agreed with this statement. 

• 71% (621) of respondents agreed 

that; ‘Because my work is so 

demanding, I am often irritable at 

home’. 64% of consultants and 74% 

of NCHDs agreed with this 

statement. 

• 83% (729) felt that the tension of 

balancing responsibilities at home 

and at work causes them to feel 

emotionally drained. 75% of 

consultants and 87% of NCHDs 

agreed with this statement.  

• Averaging responses to these four 

questions, each respondent received 

a work-family conflict score which 

ranged from 1 to 7 (a higher score 

meant a higher level of work-family 

conflict): 

o 76% of respondents scored 5 or above (mean 5.5). 46% of respondents have scored 6 or higher. 15% of 

respondents (136) scored 7.  

• There was little difference in work-family conflict for groups categorised by gender, caring responsibility outside work, or 

specialty.  

• NCHDs (mean = 5.7) scored slightly higher for work-family conflict when compared to Consultants (mean = 5.1). 

• Work-family conflict was associated with the extent to which respondents; (i) could adjust their roster, and; (ii) work 

beyond rostered hours. A more frequent ability to adjust rosters was associated with lower work family conflict scores, 

and a higher frequency of working beyond rostered hours was associated with higher work family conflict scores. 

 

 

Hospital Doctor Retention and Motivation Project (HDRM) 

Research Brief 1: Hospital Doctors’ Work-life Balance 

John-Paul Byrne, Jennifer Creese, Niamh Humphries  

Survey 
Respondents 
Count (%) 

Gender Male 482 (50)  Grade Consultant 289 (30) 

 Female 479 (50)   NCHD 680 (70) 
Citizenship Irish 707 (72)  Contract Permanent 457 (48) 
 Non-EU 193 (20)   Not Permanent 504 (52) 
 Other-EU 76 (8)     

 



Work-life Balance 
314 (32%) respondents took the opportunity to reflect and comment on their experience of work-life balance as a hospital 

doctor in Ireland. The statements overleaf illustrate how respondents struggle to maintain a work life balance while working 

as a hospital doctor in Ireland.  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

• Survey findings show work-family conflict and work-life 

imbalance are highly prevalent among hospital doctors in 

Ireland. 

• Long and unpredictable working hours have a significantly 

negative impact on the working lives of hospital doctors in 

Ireland. This impacts their health and safety, career choices, and 

migration intentions. 

• Retention policy must address the organisational and workplace 

factors which sustain such imbalanced working lives, and which 

are also a driver of doctor emigration. 
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Being upset about how this job has evolved 

affects my sleep, confidence, and stress 

levels (Respondent 496/Consultant). 

 

I love my job, I really do. 

But it absolutely 

dominates my life 

(Respondent 778/SHO). 

The on-call duties are especially crazy and I spend a lot of time in a grossly 

overcrowded emergency department. I feel tired and burnt out by the time I get home 

to see my wife and children. I don't feel that I am being a good father at the moment 

(Respondent 831/ SpR). 

24-hour shifts once a week minimum with a family at home. I’m 

failing to be effective in my personal life and my professional life. It’s 

very overwhelming (Respondent 669/SHO). 

My family…significantly suffering from my massive workload and 

insane hours (average 80-hour week), working every other weekend. I 

have no work life balance. As a department we have asked for help, to 

no avail. I am counting down the days until I finish my training scheme 

and can leave the country (Respondent 677/SpR). 

 

It is unsafe to work for 24 hours straight. It's not safe for patients or 

for us. I have nearly fallen asleep at the wheel multiple times on the 

way home post-call (Respondent 325/Reg). 

I can't fathom the idea of trying to 

have a normal family life alongside a 

job in hospital medicine in Ireland 

(Respondent 14/SHO). 

. . . abstain completely from non-work activities for weeks...I go to 

work, I go home, I sleep, I go to work . . . I see my wife every other 

week (Respondent 230/SHO). 

I don't have a work-life balance . . . I cry myself to sleep at least once a week 

because of the frustration and anger I feel at my job and because of the 

impact it has on every other aspect of my existence (Respondent 68/SpR). 

I love medicine…I don’t want to have to 

choose between my career and 

functioning as a normal human 

(Respondent 386/SHO). 

HDRM Work Packages 

WP1: Qualitative interviews with: 

• Irish doctors in Australia (2018) 

• Irish doctors in Canada (2020) 

• Doctors working in Ireland (2020) 

WP2: National Survey of Hospital Doctors in 

Ireland (2019) 

WP3: Ethnographic Case Studies of 3 Irish 

Hospital Workplaces (2020-2021) 

WP4: Action Research (2021) 

WP5: Knowledge Translation (2018-2021) 

I feel anxious all the time in this post . . . I have 

a constant central chest pain when I’m at work 

and sometimes at home . . . I have nightmares 

most nights (5/7 nights) about work related 

themes. This is unsustainable. I am an intern 

and feel burnt out (Respondent 552/Intern).  

 

About HDRM 

HDRM is a research project led by Dr Niamh Humphries. It is funded by 

the Health Research Board (HRB) (2018-2021) and based in RCPI. Using 

qualitative and quantitative research methods, the project seeks to 

generate information to inform policy and improve doctor retention in 

the Irish health system. Further information can be found here: 

https://www.rcpi.ie/hdrm/  
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