
 
Provider Impairment Recognition 

The Provider Health policy defines a process for managing issues related to provider health.   
 
What do you do if you or another provider you know has a problem with alcohol or drugs, serious mental health issues, burnout, etc.? These kinds of 
problems are embarrassing and difficult to face. If left unattended they can progress and cause overt impairment and result in loss of license and 
career. Therefore ignoring them is wrong and doesn’t help the colleague or yourself. There is usually a desire to do something, to preserve 
reputations and careers, but because of stigma or indecision we sometimes wait and wait and hope things get better. They often get worse. 
 
The AMA definition of Impairment is “One who is unable to practice medicine with reasonable skill and safety to patients because of: (1) A physical 
or mental illness, including deterioration, through the aging process; (2) Loss of motor skill; or (3) Excessive use or abuse of drugs, including 
alcohol”. 
 
Health professionals often resist the idea that we are vulnerable. We have the false sense that having medical knowledge somehow protects us from 
illness. Statistically providers do not take good care of themselves in general. Studies have shown that providers tend to seek general medical 
check-ups less often than controls and tend to wait longer with serious symptoms before seeking consultation. We tend to diagnose and treat 
ourselves and/or obtain treatment from friends. Providers seem to have difficulty in accepting the role of the patient and fear the potential or real loss 
of status and authority associated with becoming a patient. When it comes to mental health issues the problem is even worse. Stress, depression, 
anxiety, and chemical dependence among providers are significant problems with a lifetime prevalence of 10-15%.  
 
The Montana Professional Assistance Program, MPAP, was developed to help. It can offer assistance in several important ways.  There are many 
other benefits to the MPAP. Their number is (406) 245-4300. 
 
1. Confidential Assistance: The law that created the MPAP allows confidential assistance. There is no requirement to report to the Medical Board 

unless there is continued risk to patient care.  
2. Extensive Experience: The MPAP has experienced staff that has performed thousands of non-confrontational interventions over the past 20 

years. They also know the best resources for provider evaluation and treatment.  
3. Good Outcomes: The good outcomes that are reported regarding success rates for professionals are contingent upon good follow-up and 

monitoring. MPAP is setup to do monitoring to protect and advocate for the professional. 
4. Hospitals that partner with the MPAP satisfy accreditation requirements. 

SYMPTOMS OF IMPAIRMENT IN THE MEDICAL PROFESSION 
HOSPITAL 
- Making rounds late, or inappropriate, abnormal behavior during rounds 
- Decreasing quality of performance 
- Inappropriate orders 
- Reports of behavioral changes 
- Involvement in malpractice suits 
- Unavailability or inappropriate responses to telephone calls 
- Heavy drinking at staff functions 
- Often late, absent or ill 
- Alcohol on the breath when on duty 
- Intoxicated when on call, even at home 
- Charting irregularities 

FAMILY 
- Withdrawal from family activities 
- Children neglected, abused or in trouble 
- Mood swings, arguments or violent outbursts 
- Sexual problems; impotence, extramarital affairs 
- Medicinal use of alcohol or drugs 
- Family isolation 
- Financial problems 
- Spouse in therapy or taking psychoactive medication 
- Geographical separation or divorce by spouse 

OFFICE 
- Disruption in appointment schedule 
- Hostile or unreasonable behavior to staff or patients 
- Withdrawn, “locked door syndrome” 
- Excessive ordering of drug supplies 
- Excessive drug use, prescription 
- Complaints from patients and staff 
- Unexplained absences form the office 
- Spasmodic work pace, or decreasing work load and tolerance 
- Taking sexual advantage of patients or co-workers 
- Charting irregularities 

PHYSICAL 
- Deterioration in personal hygiene 
- Deterioration in clothing and dressing habits 
- Inappropriate dress 
- Numerous prescriptions and OTC drug use 
- Frequent ER visits or hospitalizations 
- Frequent visits to providers 
- Accidents 
- Multiple somatic complaints 
- Excessive tiredness or insomnia 
- Memory problems, difficulty concentrating 
- Emotional crises 

EMPLOYMENT 
- Frequent job changes or relocations 
- Unusual medical history 
- Indefinite, vague or inappropriate references 
- Working in positions inappropriate for qualifications 
- Resistance to pre-employment physical or family interview 

COMMUNITY 
- Neglected social commitments 
- Embarrassing behavior at social functions 
- Arrests for driving while intoxicated or legal problems 
- Unreliability or unpredictability in community activities 
- Public intoxication or impairment 




