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Attitudes Towards Psychiatry:
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Andrew Coogan, Ph.D.

Attitudes toward psychiatry affect personnel working
in the field and treatment of mentally ill patients (1).

Attitudes toward psychiatry as a vocation might primarily
affect recruitment, whereas attitudes toward psychiatry
patients may affect clinical practice; these issues have not
been investigated (2). Doctors’ attitudes likely mirror
those of the general population, although, unlike the gen-
eral population, physicians come into contact with psychi-
atrists and psychiatry patients during their formal training
or practice. Thus, a physician may develop a more objec-
tive perception of psychiatry than society as a whole.
Physicians’ opinions are composed of several elements:
impressions of psychiatrists themselves, psychiatry pa-
tients, and psychiatry as a discipline. Each of these is
independent to a degree; one can have a low perception of
psychiatry patients but high regard for psychiatrists (2).

There is little research on residents’ or specialists’ per-
ceptions of psychiatry (2–7). Within the medical commu-
nity, there is controversy over the role and status of psy-
chiatry, not only among other specialists, but among
psychiatrists too (7). A number of published studies tried
to assess medical students’ perceptions of psychiatry, aim-
ing to counteract the decline of recruitment into psychia-
try, although students’ preferences were found to be poor
predictors of career choice (8). On one hand, some authors
state that general opinions of psychiatry are considerably
improving, together with its social image (9–13). On the
other hand, according to some U.S., U.K., and Australian

studies, the number of students choosing psychiatry as
their future specialty has decreased considerably in the last
four decades (3, 8, 9, 14–20). Among the possible expla-
nations are psychiatry’s low status, low treatment efficacy,
lack of scientific support, and frequent criticism by other
physicians (9, 18, 21).

While medical students’ attitudes toward psychiatry
may influence recruitment, attitudes in trainees and phy-
sicians may also influence the ability of doctors to identify,
treat, and refer patients with mental disorders. The aim of
this study was to evaluate the attitudes of medical resi-
dents toward psychiatry and to compare the opinions of
residents in psychiatry with those of residents in other
specialties. We hypothesized that psychiatric residents
would have more favorable attitudes toward their specialty
than would residents in other specialties.

Methods

The study was approved by the Institutional Review
Board of Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj-Napoca, Roma-
nia. A questionnaire consisting of demographic questions
and the Romanian version of the Balon et al. (9) survey
was administered to medical residents of various special-
ties. Participation was voluntary and anonymous and took
place online. Invitations explaining the purpose of the
study were e-mailed to private message boards used by
medical residents. Each item had to be answered for the
questionnaire to be validated. Two questionnaires with the
same IP address were precluded due to IP address filtering.
Completing the survey was considered implied consent to
participate in this study.

One hundred twelve residents of various specialties
from the main university centers in Romania took part in
the survey. More than half (55%, n�62) were residents in
psychiatry. The majority of residents were women (80%,
n�90) and were working in Bucharest and Cluj-Napoca
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(77%, n�87). About 60% of respondents (n�68) were in
their first 2 years of residency.

A translated version of the questionnaire described by
Balon et al. (9) was used. This tool was developed from
the Nielsen and Eaton survey (16). It consists of 29 ques-
tions that assess attitudes toward the overall merits of
psychiatry; its efficacy, role definition, and functioning of
psychiatrists; possible abuse and social criticism; career
and personal rewards; and specific medical school factors.
About half of the questions were stated in terms favorable
to psychiatry. All were Likert-type, forced-choice ques-
tions scored from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly
agree), except items 3, 7, 9, 11–14, 16, 18–23, and 29,
which were reverse scored. Subtotal and total scores were
obtained. We modified item 19 from the Balon et al. (9)
survey by omitting “international” from the statement
“Psychiatry is a discipline filled with international medical
graduates whose skills are of low quality.” Internal con-
sistency reliability of the scale was determined by Cron-
bach alpha (0.557).

To examine the statistical significance of the differ-
ences, Student’s t test for independent measures was used,
with p�0.05 considered significant.

Results

Most residents agreed that psychiatry is a rapidly ex-
panding, genuine, and valid branch of medicine that has
made important progress in curing psychiatric disorders.
Psychiatric consultation was assessed to be usually useful.
Psychiatrists were seen to have the most authority and
influence among health professionals.

Statistically important differences were found between
psychiatric residents and residents in other specialties, par-
ticularly in career and personal rewards. Most residents
thought that psychiatrists earned, on average, as much
money as other physicians. Only 19% of psychiatric res-
idents (n�12) felt that their specialty had a high status
among the medical specialties, and 11% of respondents
(n�7) felt that it had high prestige among the general
public. Trainees in other specialties had slightly favorable
opinions. Most junior doctors in psychiatry (71%, n�44)
and more than half of those in other specialties (56%,
n�28) believed that many trainees who had not been able
to obtain a position in other specialties eventually entered
psychiatry. About one-half of the young psychiatrists
stated that family, friends, or colleagues had discouraged
them from entering psychiatry. Of the nonpsychiatric res-
idents, about one-quarter shared these opinions. However,

52% of nonpsychiatric residents (n�26) stated that they
felt uncomfortable with mentally ill patients. Conversely,
16% of psychiatric residents (n�99) agreed with this. Half
of the psychiatric residents (52%, n�32) and 36% of the
other residents (n�18) considered that showing interest in
psychiatry could increase the risk of being seen by others
as odd, peculiar, or neurotic. Most of the residents in other
specialties (70%, n�35) and one-half of those in psychi-
atry (n�31) thought that the nonpsychiatry and house staff
at their medical school respected psychiatry. Table 1 sum-
marizes the main differences between the groups.

Discussion

Our study is the first of its kind in Romania and tried
to determine the attitudes of Romanian resident physi-
cians toward psychiatry, with the aim of uncovering
factors that may affect recruitment into psychiatry as a
medical specialty, as well as attitudes of health profes-
sionals toward psychiatric patients. Attitudes toward
psychiatry were moderately positive. We did not find
any gender differences in spite of previous results
showing that women physicians had more positive at-
titudes (4, 11, 22, 23). Although psychiatry was per-
ceived to be lower in status than other medical disci-
plines, it was seen as a rapidly expanding, genuine, and
valid branch of medicine that had made important
progress in curing major mental disorders. Not long
ago, students interested in the psychosocial aspects of
medicine and in practicing psychotherapy would have
chosen psychiatry; today psychiatrists are more psycho-
pharmacologists (2, 4, 9, 10, 12, 19). Nevertheless, a
lower level of scientific knowledge for admission to
psychiatric training is required in some countries (24).

Mental illness is still stigmatized in Romania; a signif-
icant proportion of nonpsychiatry doctors agreed that they
felt uncomfortable with mentally ill patients, considerably
more than of those in similar studies on medical students
in the United States or Spain (9, 13). Our results revealed
a strong perceived discouragement from family, friends, or
fellow students of those who chose to specialize in psy-
chiatry. Similarly, a survey of Scottish psychiatrists
showed that the perceived low status of their specialty
among those in the medical profession and the general
public, together with the perception that individuals with
psychiatric disorders are difficult to deal with, were core
factors thought to influence career choice (3). Health pro-
fessionals seem to share the stigmatizing attitudes of so-
ciety toward the mentally ill (regardless of their specialty)
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(1, 25), but psychiatrists tend to have more favorable
attitudes (26). In a study of resident physicians of different
specialties, including psychiatry, greater education, addi-
tional experience, or choice of specialty did not positively
influence attitudes toward mental illness, but having a
family member with a psychiatric illness did (27).

In our study, most trainees agreed that those who
could not obtain a residency position in other specialties
eventually chose psychiatry. In Romania, psychiatry has
one of the largest numbers of vacant residency positions
and offers significantly better remuneration than most
other specialties (it should be mentioned that private
health care is still in its infancy in Romania). Emerging
questions are whether psychiatrists are physicians de-
serting other specialties, and if so, what their reasons
are.

We did not monitor changes in attitudes during resi-
dency, but other studies report that medical students’ at-
titudes modify during medical education (22, 28–31), but
not during medical practice (4). Due to the small sample
size and its heterogeneity, we could not evaluate differ-
ences between specific specialties, such as was previously

done in finding that the most adverse attitudes come from
obstetric-gynecologists and surgeons (4). Further limita-
tions of this study include the small number of participants
from a nonrandom sample of junior doctors. Aside from
psychiatry, all other specialties were underrepresented.
There was also an underrepresentation of male respon-
dents, although this might reflect an increase in the number
of women choosing to practice medicine, particularly psy-
chiatry (23). Because the sample responding to the ques-
tionnaire was self-selected, it was not possible to calculate
a response rate or comment on the characteristics of those
who chose not to take part.

The many varied sources of the attitudes assessed in our
survey include opinions formed in childhood; during
school, college, and university; and in preclinical and clin-
ical training. These attitudes are further influenced by
career opportunities, prestige, income, and the conditions
of residency (specialization) (32). These attitudes reflect
primarily a subjective value system and incomplete and/or
misunderstood information. This study is just a step to-
ward clarifying the attitudes of medical health profession-
als toward psychiatry.

TABLE 1. Psychiatric Residents’ Answers Compared With Those of Other Specialties on Questionnaire Items

Item Specialty
%

Agree
%

Disagree t p

On average, psychiatrists make as much money as most
other doctors.

Psychiatry 40.3 59.6 �2.033 0.044

Other 62.0 38.0
Psychiatry has a low prestige among the general public. Psychiatry 88.7 11.3 2.869 0.005

Other 80.0 20.0
Psychiatry has a high status among other medical

disciplines.
Psychiatry 19.3 80.7 �3.659 �0.001

Other 40.0 60.0
Many people who could not obtain a residency position in

other specialties eventually enter psychiatry.
Psychiatry 71.0 29.0 2.083 0.040

Other 56.0 44.0
My family discouraged me from entering psychiatry. Psychiatry 45.2 54.8 2.189 0.031

Other 24.0 76.0
Friends and fellow students discouraged me from entering

psychiatry.
Psychiatry 46.7 53.2 2.840 0.005

Other 24.0 76.0
If a student expresses interest in psychiatry, he or she risks

being associated with a group of other would-be
psychiatrists who are often seen by others as odd,
peculiar, or neurotic.

Psychiatry 51.6 48.4 2.462 0.015

Other 36.0 64.0
I feel uncomfortable with mentally ill patients. Psychiatry 16.1 83.9 �6.562 �0.001

Other 52.0 48.0
Most nonpsychiatry and house staff at my medical school

are respectful of psychiatry.
Psychiatry 50.0 50.0 �2.452 0.016

Other 70.0 30.0

Student’s t test, df�110
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