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Team Building as an Improved Approach
to Residency Rotations
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A meta-analysis published in JAMA
found that the prevalence of depres-
sion among resident physicians stands
at about 29% and that depression may
affect the long-term health of resident
doctors (1). In light of this, the following
recommendations are proposed to im-
prove the residency work environment.

RESPECT

I routinely treat fellow residents and co-
workers with respect. This engenders
confidence and allows my team to bet-
ter integrate with diverse populations. I
show respect for the customs and beliefs
of others and refrain from discussing po-
litical or divisive subjects at work.

FAIR DIVISION OF LABOR

Residents are frequently assigned a
“team leader” responsible for the smooth
operation of their team. As team leader, I
refrain from exploiting other residents,
subinterns, or medical students. If a
team leader is unfair, team members re-
sent this, work less efficiently, and em-
ploy an ineffective management style
when they (in turn) become team lead-
ers. Alternatively, if a team leader is fair
in dividing tasks, team members may
volunteer to take on more duties and
work longer hours to improve the qual-
ity of the team’s work.

START WITH POSITIVE
REINFORCEMENT

I praise my team members for work well
done. A project manager at Brazil’s Insti-
tute of Aeronautics and Space noted that
“positive reinforcement leads to better
cooperation among team members more
than rewards and coercion” (2). Neuro-
scientists recently demonstrated that

Positive reinforcement
Increases productivity
of the team.

increased motivation to perform tasks
was critically dependent on activating
the brain’s dopaminergic “reward” sys-
tem (3). Thus, positive reinforcement
not only boosts morale, it effectively in-
creases productivity of the team. If posi-
tive reinforcement does not resolve the
issue, I inform a noncompliant team
member of the negative consequences
that may follow.

ASK FOR VOLUNTEERS

I solicit volunteers to perform vari-
ous tasks. Team members know their
strengths better than anyone else and
often volunteer in order to showcase
their strengths. This enhances the team’s
effectiveness.

COVER FOR EACH OTHER

If a team member says he or she can-
not report to work, I assess whether the
reason is legitimate. If so, I tell the team
member, “We are here to help. We have
your back.” If the reason is not legitimate,
I stipulate that unauthorized absences
must be made up with additional work
days. Team morale will be enhanced
when such issues are resolved fairly.

COOPERATE WITH OTHER
SERVICES

When hospital workers from another
service call my team for help, we show
respect and respond promptly to resolve
the situation. This improves cooperation
among hospital teams.
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COMMUNICATE EFFECTIVELY

We use HIPAA-compliant applications
for secure text messaging to team mem-
bers (4). Many attending physicians pre-
fer a voice phone call, so we must be
mindful of the surroundings in order to
protect patient information.

WORK ON SELF-IMPROVEMENT

I frequently solicit feedback from friends
and co-workers. This helps me overcome
personal shortcomings and become a
more effective team member and team
leader.

CONCLUSIONS

While the above practices are not a pana-
cea against the inevitable stresses associ-
ated with a medical residency, they may
ameliorate the conditions leading to de-
pression among our resident physicians.
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