Increased mortality In women doctors

SiR—In your Dec 10 editorial you claim that “Women
doctors die on average 10 years earlier than their male
counterparts, the opposite of what happens in the general
population. One factor here is the suicide rate among female
physicians, which is significantly higher than among male
doctors”. The sole reference in support of this remarkable
claim is principally an empirical study of perceived stressors
in Swiss nurses.! However, Heim’s discussion' contains the
claim that “a number of investigations tell a provocatively
sad story: women in medicine only reach an average age 10
years lower than that of their male colleagues” with a single
study cited in support of the claim of a decreased life-span.
That report® is a study of the reported age at death in the
obituaries of German doctors in Die Berliner Aratekammer
and the Hessichen Artzeblat during 1964-76: the male
doctors had died at the average ages of 65-9 and 67-1 years,
respectively, compared with average ages at death of women
doctors of 61-5 and 58-9 years (a mean difference of 6-3
years). Although these data almost certainly indicate that the
women doctors who died were younger than the male
doctors who died, they do not, of course, mean that women
doctors live less long than men.

This error is a well-known one in epidemiology, and has
previously been invoked in discounting the probably
erroneous claim that left-handers have a lesser life-span than
right-handers,’ in which it results from handedness being
confounded with birth cohort, so that on average self-
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.pl’ofesggd left-handers are more common in later cohorts
than earlier.! Like left-handedness, being a female doctor is a
cultural phenomenon which is more common in later 20th
century cohorts than earlier. It is therefore not only true that
dead women doctors are of a lesser age than dead men
doctors, but also that living female doctors are of a lesser age
than living male doctors. Simple comparison of age at death
is therefore not appropriate since the denominators for
calculating the death rates of men and women are not the
same. Appropriately age-corrected mortality rates are
needed, and they would probably not show that women
doctors live a substantdally shorter time than men.

The claim for an increased suicide rate amongst women
doctors is likewise dubious, since the only cited study’ of the
suicide rate of female physicians also suffers from the same
fallacy. A greater proportion of female physicians than male
physicians were reported in the obituary records of the
American Medical Association of 1967-72 as having
committed suicide. However, since suicide is more common
in younger than in older persons, a crude, non-age-corrected
rate is probably deceptive in comparisons of male and female
doctors. Taken together these studies do not seem to
provide compelling evidence for the claim that female
doctors have a higher mortality than male doctors. Instead it
seems more probable that, like women in general in western
societies, they live longer than men.
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