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ABSTRACT

Background Residents report high levels of distress but low utilization of mental health services. Prior research has shown
several barriers that prevent residents from opting into available mental health services.

Objective To determine the impact of a mental health initiative centered around an opt-out versus an opt-in approach to
help-seeking, on the use of psychotherapy.

Methods Resident use of psychotherapy was compared between 2 time frames. During the first time frame (July 1, 2020 to
January 31, 2021), residents were offered access to therapy that they could self-initiate by calling to schedule an appointment
(opt-in). The second time frame (February 1, 2021 to April 30, 2021) involved the switch to an opt-out structure, during which
the same residents were scheduled for a session but could choose to cancel. Additional changes were implemented to reduce
stigma and minimize barriers. The outcome was psychotherapy use by residents.

Results Of the 114 residents, 7 (6%) self-initiated therapy during the opt-in period. When these same residents were placed
in an opt-out context, 59 of the remaining 107 residents (55%) kept their initial appointment, and 23 (39%) self-initiated
additional sessions. Altogether, across both phases, a total of 30 of the 114 residents initiated therapy (ie, 7 during the opt-in
and 23 during the opt-out). The differences in therapy use between the 2 phases are statistically significant (P<.001 by
McNemar’s test).

Conclusions There was a substantial increase in residents’ use of psychotherapy after the opt-out initiative that included
efforts to reduce stigma and encourage mental health services.

Introduction

Graduate medical education creates high-pressure
environments that frequently lead to psychological
stress for resident physicians. Given these conditions,
researchers have demonstrated a substantial preva-
lence of workplace burnout, depression, and general
psychological distress among residents.1-7 Despite
this, residents report a low rate of mental health ser-
vices use. In one study, only 23% of residents with
depression sought any treatment8 compared to 53%
of those in the general population.9 Yet psychother-
apy shows efficacy for many conditions10 and allows
access to an individual who can evaluate, treat, and
potentially protect residents from the most severe
mental health outcomes, including suicide. The
Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Educa-
tion (ACGME) formally requires institutions to pro-
vide access to mental health counseling11 and to
ensure that residents have the opportunity to attend
these appointments even during working hours.12

These requirements are typically met via access to
mental health clinicians coupled with instructions to
residents such as, “If you need help, call this number

to schedule an appointment.” While expeditious, this
“opt-in” strategy has multiple issues that will ham-
per its efficacy.

Studies of resident help-seeking in this opt-in envi-
ronment demonstrate low levels of utilization of
mental health services.8,13,14 Residents note confiden-
tiality concerns, lack of time, credentialing and
licensing repercussions, and stigma as some of the
barriers to initiating contact.8,15,16 Additionally,
studies have demonstrated that when individuals
develop greater levels of depression they process
information differently.17-19 These depression-induced
changes in processing create biases in thinking that
result in negative self-appraisals along with a more
pessimistic estimation of the likelihood that help-
seeking will actually lead to improvement.20,21 Thus,
paradoxically, the more depressed a resident becomes,
the less likely they are to believe psychotherapy will
be helpful, leading to less utilization of mental health
services among those who may need them the most.
Combined, these barriers to help-seeking create a
milieu in which the standard institutional opt-in ther-
apy strategy may fail.

Rather than taking an opt-in approach, an “opt-out”
approach, where all residents are scheduled and then
can call to cancel, may improve resident use of mentalDOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.4300/JGME-D-23-00460.1
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health resources. This approach of universal mental
health screening has been used successfully in other
high-stigma, high-stress professions.22-24 Thus far, stud-
ies that have examined the role of opt-out approaches
in residents have found some success.25-27 Residents
generally approved of opt-out approaches, felt they
were potentially beneficial, and speculated that they
might improve their use of mental health sessions.
While helpful, these studies measured subjective out-
comes or had methodological issues that leave open
the question of whether opt-out approaches would
indeed result in actual increased help-seeking among
resident physicians. One recent exception included
a behavioral outcome measure. Kevern and col-
leagues28 introduced an opt-out program at a single
institution and found that just over half of the resi-
dents who participated accepted the opportunity for
a therapy session. One-third of those who did par-
take in therapy scheduled additional sessions. This
study suggests that opt-out approaches not only may
prove appealing to, and well received by, residents
but also may increase the actual utilization of mental
health services. The current study will complement
and expand on the work of Kevern and colleagues28

by adding a control group to allow additional evi-
dence of the potential value of the opt-out approach.

Accordingly, we sought to determine if an opt-out
approach, complemented by efforts to reduce stigma,
would result in increased help seeking among resi-
dents, as determined by the actual use of psychother-
apy sessions, compared to a control condition of a
more traditional opt-in approach.

Methods
Settings and Participants

In academic year 2020-2021, Riverside Community
Hospital, a major teaching hospital and clinical rota-
tion site for the University of California Riverside
School of Medicine in Southern California, devel-
oped a bundle of initiatives designed to reduce barri-
ers to help seeking and minimize stigma for its 114
emergency medicine, family medicine, and internal
medicine residents. This initiative provided the oppor-
tunity to undertake an observational study comparing
the use of psychotherapy between the time frames
before and after its implementation.

Interventions

The condition before the initiative (the opt-in condi-
tion) occurred between July 1, 2020, and January 31,
2021. During the opt-in period, all residents were
eligible to partake in confidential, free teletherapy
sessions provided by therapists at a local clinical

psychology training program. All participants received
an email informing them of the availability of this
service. Additional announcements of this service
occurred during educational conferences, on computer
screensavers, and on fliers placed in resident common
areas. These communications included a telephone
number that would allow residents to self-initiate a
call to schedule an appointment. The initial design
called for a 3-month opt-in condition, but due to
logistical issues associated with the COVID-19 pan-
demic, as well as ensuring adequate funding and an
adequate number of therapists to cover the poten-
tial sessions, the opt-in condition was extended to
7 months.

The period during the mental health initiative (the
opt-out condition) occurred between February 1,
2021, and April 30, 2021. Programs notified resi-
dents about the mental health initiative via email
and virtual meetings, during which residents were
told that they would be booked into a session of
teletherapy that they could then keep by simply log-
ging onto a link sent to them by the clinic, or that
they could cancel or reschedule by calling the psy-
chological services clinic. Those who already were
seeing a therapist at the clinic would not be booked
but would continue with their previously scheduled
sessions. Residents were informed that therapy par-
ticipation was voluntary and that the residency pro-
gram and sponsoring institution would not be notified
as to whether any given resident did or did not partici-
pate in therapy sessions, or if a resident was already
seeing a therapist at the clinic. Furthermore, the con-
tent of sessions was confidential, with the usual legal
exceptions, and was never shared between the psycho-
therapists and the program or institution.

During this period, the residency programs provided
the contact information of all emergency medicine,
family medicine, and internal medicine residents to the
same mental health clinic to allow clinic administra-
tors to schedule therapy sessions. The clinic reviewed
its internal records to determine which residents were
currently already in therapy with the clinic, having

KEY POINTS

What Is Known
Programs are searching for innovative ways to support the
mental health of their residents; opt-out strategies have
shown promise in similar arenas.

What Is New
This study demonstrated improved uptake in mental
health appointments for residents using an opt-out
strategy compared to a prior opt-in intervention.

Bottom Line
Program directors can look to this study for a new model
to design mental health interventions for their residents.
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self-initiated therapy, and removed them from the list
of residents needing to be scheduled. The residency
program coordinators provided the clinic options for
preplanned time slots for the initial therapy sessions.
These appointments corresponded to the scheduled
residency didactic sessions (academic half days or
noon conferences). Throughout the academic year of
2020-2021, all of the residency programs were con-
ducting their educational sessions using computerized
video platforms due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Res-
idents were then notified by email of the date and
time of their scheduled session along with the option
to confirm the appointment, call and reschedule it, or
call and cancel it. All residency programs allowed resi-
dents to miss a proportion of didactics without report-
ing a specific reason for why they were absent. Thus,
those who attended therapy sessions and missed didac-
tics were not required to report their participation in
therapy. At the conclusion of the initial opt-out ther-
apy session, residents could choose to schedule addi-
tional sessions. For those who did so, the scheduling
was done via the typical procedures of the clinic with
jointly acceptable dates and times determined by the
resident and the clinic. During this phase, residents
could continue to call and schedule therapy sessions
themselves, should they choose to do so. The same
communication strategies offering counseling sessions
at the clinic that were present in the first time frame
continued throughout the second. For both the opt-in
and opt-out conditions, all therapy sessions were free
of charge to the residents. The residency programs
compensated the psychological services clinic an hourly
rate for all therapy sessions during both conditions,
which was covered by a grant from the state of
California.

At the beginning of the mental health initiative,
program directors notified residents that participa-
tion in psychotherapy was an elective part of their
educational curriculum. This curriculum was designed
to potentially aid them personally, but would also
help their patients by improving their own under-
standing of psychotherapeutic interventions. Addition-
ally, it could help their colleagues by allowing them to
better describe the process of psychotherapy to other
struggling residents who may harbor doubts about
mental health care. Furthermore, characterizing their
participation in psychotherapy as fulfilling a curricular
component of their training, rather than as a response
to a stigmatized mental health condition, could insu-
late them from the potential negative impact of par-
ticipation in therapy on licensure or credentialing
applications.

At the start of the mental health initiative, the
therapists who would team with residents introduced
themselves in a virtual session for each of the 3

specialties involved in the study. Each therapist gave
their name, their approach to therapy, and a brief
introduction at the start of a scheduled didactic ses-
sion. This exposure was designed to reduce stigma
through familiarity with the individuals who may
provide the mental health services.

Outcomes Measured

Our primary outcome consisted of the number of
unique residents who self-initiated psychotherapy
appointments in each of the different time frames.
Following the completion of the mental health initia-
tive, the clinic provided anonymized administrative
records showing the number of unique residents who
called the clinic during each time frame. In the pre-
initiative time frame, the clinic noted the number of
unique residents who self-initiated a call, scheduled a
psychotherapy appointment, and participated in at
least one psychotherapy session. In the mental health
initiative time frame, the clinic recorded the number
of unique residents who, after the completion of
their automatically scheduled first session, asked to
schedule at least one additional session. Our second-
ary outcomes were the number of residents who
attended the initial prescheduled (opt-out) session
during the mental health initiative, and the number
of self-initiated therapy appointments the following
academic year (2021-2022) after the conclusion of
the mental health initiative.

Given that the research design used a sequential
observation approach, a competing hypothesis exists
for any effects noted in the 2 conditions. The need
for therapy may vary as a function of the calendar
months studied, rather than the mental health initia-
tive. That is, residents may generally seek out ther-
apy at a higher rate in the months of February
through April (the time interval for the mental health
initiative) as compared to July through January (the
baseline time frame using an opt-in approach). To
assess the likelihood of this alternative hypothesis,
the same mental health clinic provided anonymized
administrative data showing the number of new
resident-initiated therapy sessions by calendar month
for the academic year starting July 2021 and ending
June 2022, the year immediately following our study.
The institution returned to a standard opt-in approach
to therapy for that academic year.

Analysis of the Outcomes

We compared the rates of self-initiated psychother-
apy appointments between the 2 time periods with
McNemar’s test and provided descriptive statistics
to report participation in the opt-out therapy ses-
sions. For the following academic year (2021-2022),
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the monthly rate of new resident-initiated therapy
appointments in the July through January months
was compared to the rate in February through April
by a 2-tailed t test. Statistics were calculated by
STATA version 15 (Stata Corp).

The institutional review board for the sponsoring
institution approved this protocol.

Results

There was a combined total of 114 residents in the
internal medicine, emergency medicine, and family
medicine residency programs when the initiative
began. The FIGURE shows the distribution of residents
throughout the 2 time frames. During the 7 months
of the opt-in time frame (pre-mental health initiative)
only 7 of 114 residents self-initiated therapy (6%).
Thus, subtracting the 7 residents who sought therapy
on their own, 107 residents were scheduled for an
initial therapy session during the opt-out mental
health initiative. No resident self-initiated a call to
the clinic to begin therapy during the post-initiative
time frame. Of the 107 residents who were sched-
uled into a therapy appointment, 59 (55%) kept the
initial appointment and 48 (45%) did not. Of the
59 residents who kept their initial appointment 23
(39%) self-initiated at least one additional therapy
session. Thus, in the traditional opt-in phase, 7 of
114 residents self-initiated therapy (6%), while an
additional 23 out of 107 entered therapy during
the intervention’s opt-in phase (22%) for a total of

30 residents opting in out of the total of 114 (26%)
(P<.001 by McNemar’s test).

During the academic year following the mental
health initiative, an average of 2.3 unique resident-
initiated appointments occurred per month for the
months of July through January, and 2 per month
for the months of February through April, with a
median of 4 total sessions per resident. There was no
statistically significant difference in the rate of unique
resident-initiated therapy between these 2 time periods
(t (8)=0.25, P=.81). In the academic year following the
study (when in-person sessions were an option), there
were a total of 135 sessions, and residents opted for
the telehealth structure in 111 of these sessions (82%).

Discussion

Our study, which compared a traditional opt-in
structure for mental health support to an opt-out
structure, coupled with deliberate efforts to reduce
stigma, found a 15% absolute (350% relative) increase
in the number of residents utilizing psychotherapy ses-
sions. This increase is even more substantial given that
the opt-out time frame lasted less than half the dura-
tion of the opt-in time frame.

As noted earlier, Kevern and colleagues recently
conducted an opt-out investigation.28 Our study inter-
vention closely resembled that of Kevern et al28 in
that both studies used an opt-out approach, utilized
teletherapy, and allowed booked sessions during pro-
tected didactic time. The resulting utilization of ther-
apy in this approach is surprisingly consistent with
that study. In the Kevern et al study, 40% of residents
opted out of therapy, while in the current study 45%
opted out. Similarly, Kevern and colleagues found
that 34% of residents who participated in the initial
opt-out session scheduled additional therapy sessions,
while we found a rate of 39%. Our study replicates
these behavioral results and adds to the foundation
of this prior work through the use of a control condi-
tion, which allows for greater certainty of the positive
impact of institutions transitioning from a standard
opt-in approach to an opt-out approach.

Although the current study and Kevern and col-
leagues’ work indicate the potential success of opt-
out programs, such an approach would be problem-
atic if opposed by the residents. Our study focused
exclusively on behavioral outcomes, but there is evi-
dence that residents are not opposed to the idea of
opt-out approaches and believe they are generally
helpful.25-28 For example, in the recent Kevern et al
opt-out study,28 96% of those who participated in
therapy, and completed the survey, felt it was worth
their time and were satisfied with their appointment,
94% felt it demonstrated that the program cared

FIGURE

Flow Diagram of Resident Use of Therapy During Opt-In
and Opt-Out Conditions
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about their well-being, and 98% recommended that
the service be offered to future residents. Thus, resi-
dents who opted to participate in therapy through
the opt-out program reported significantly positive
appraisals of the experience. In addition to generally
endorsing the opt-out therapy experience, residents
reported it likely would result in actual increases in
the use of therapy. In the Kevern et al study,28 81%
of those who participated in therapy speculated that
the program would increase their willingness to par-
ticipate in mental health services, which is the ulti-
mate goal of such an intervention.

Regardless of whether residency programs use
opt-in or opt-out approaches to scheduling, the issue
of competing time demands and priorities may frus-
trate efforts to improve engagement in mental health
services. Mental health appointments conflict with
either didactic, clinical, or personal time. Given that
lack of time is a primary barrier to seeking mental
health services, we advocate for allowing residents to
book their appointments during clinical or didactic
time should they wish to do so. Given that the
median number of sessions for any given resident
was 4 over a 12-month period, the loss of didactic
exposure or clinical experience is likely minimal,
especially compared to the impact of untreated mental
health concerns. For those specialties with ACGME-
imposed minimum required attendance at didactics,
we advocate for the ACGME to allow mental health
services as an acceptable excuse for missing a didac-
tics session. Of note, programs are required by the
ACGME Common Program Requirements to allow
residents to attend mental health appointments dur-
ing working hours.12

Although the initiative was centered around opt-
out scheduling, several other components existed.
For example, confidentiality concerns are cited by
57% of residents as a reason they do not attend
therapy appointments.8 Resident concerns include
worries that co-residents, faculty, and/or the pro-
gram director may discover that they have under-
taken therapy. The institution attempted to mitigate
some of these concerns by creating a milieu in which
all residents were presumed to be undertaking ther-
apy as part of the opt-out approach. Thus, no given
resident appeared exceptional when they undertook
therapy.

Likewise, nearly two-thirds (62%) of residents cite
a lack of convenient access as a barrier to psy-
chotherapy.8 Traditional in-person therapy sessions
require clients to leave their workplace, travel to an
office building, sit in a waiting room (often with
other clients who may recognize the physician), com-
plete a session, exit through the same waiting room,

and travel back to the workplace. This mental health
initiative maximized convenience through the use of
teletherapy sessions.

Additionally, using third-party therapists rather
than in-house or employment-linked therapists (such
as those obtained through an employee assistance
program) may have increased resident confidence in
confidentiality.16 Anecdotally, we found that resi-
dents were comfortable disclosing to others that they
had a therapy session during the opt-out phase. For
example, residents would openly state that they
needed to leave didactics to attend their therapy ses-
sions. This suggests that the mental health initiative
was at least partially successful in reducing confiden-
tiality and stigma barriers.

Our study has a number of limitations. The goal
of the initiative was to maximize the use of therapy
by residents. The institution was successful in this
regard, but the multipronged approach using an opt-
out strategy coupled with stigma reduction interven-
tions does not allow for the investigation of individ-
ual elements. Moreover, although participants came
from 3 different residency programs, they all were
under a single sponsoring institution. Our study
design did not randomize residents, but rather used
an observational design. This allows for confounders
such as the calendar months involved in each condition.
The pre-initiative time frame occurred between July
and January, while the post-initiative time frame
occurred between February and April. This leaves
the possibility that the effect on help seeking could
be due to variables related to the time frames them-
selves rather than the opt-out or opt-in condition.
However, our analysis of help-seeking incidence the
year after the initiative did not support that alterna-
tive hypothesis, as rates of help-seeking did not dif-
fer by the sequential time frames used in our study.
Additionally, we used a clinic staffed by doctoral
students in clinical psychology supervised by licensed
clinical psychologists. This approach allowed for a
unified single clinic with adequate resources to see
all interested residents. However, the use of clinical
psychology students, rather than licensed psycholo-
gists, may influence our findings. Finally, our study
was limited in the ability to determine the underlying
motivational drivers that resulted in the observed
increase in therapy. Residents may have opted to
participate out of concern for their own mental
health, to be a role model for other residents, to
learn about therapy so they can better help their
future patients, or because of some other factor.
Future research may help determine what motiva-
tional drivers are best used to encourage resident
mental health utilization.
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Conclusions

In this study of 3 residency programs at a single
institution, we found that a mental health initiative
designed to reduce barriers to help-seeking, including
a transition to an opt-out strategy for scheduling
appointments, resulted in a substantial increase in the
number of residents using psychotherapy sessions.
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