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Objective. To explore experiences by physicians working in obstetrics, gynecology, or maternal healthcare (O/Gs) of problems in
sickness certification consultations and differences between two years. Material and Methods. Answers by O/Gs to two Swedish
nationwide surveys, in 2008 (n = 1037) and 2012 (n = 992), were analyzed for frequencies and severity of problems and
organizational support in sickness certification consultations. Results. One-third of O/Gs found sickness certifications problematic
every week. The most frequent problem was patients requesting sick notes for reasons other than work incapacity due to
disease/injury (2008: 21%; 2012: 16%). The most problematic were assessing work capacity (2008 and 2012: 52%) and having different
opinion from that of the patient about need for sick leave (2008: 51%; 2012: 46%). In 2012, 27% used the national sickness certification
guidelines weekly, compared to 9% in 2008. A larger proportion in 2012 than 2008 reported that the guidelines facilitated contacts
with patients and different stakeholders. Conclusions. Although O/Gs perceived sickness certification as problematic, there was less
perceived severity of problems in 2012 compared to 2008, possibly because interventions regarding sickness certification have been
introduced in Sweden recent years. Still, more organizational support, for example, time and supervision, are needed to enhance

O/Gs’ sickness certification practices.

1. Introduction

Sickness certification consultations constitute a complex
work task for physicians in most western countries [1, 2]. In
Sweden, after seven days of self-certification, sickness absen-
tees need a medical certificate issued by a physician when
claiming sick-pay from employer or sickness benefits from
the Social Insurance Agency (SIA). These certificates are the
bases for the decision from the SIA on whether the patient ful-
fils the criteria for sickness benefits or not [3]. The physicians’
competence in insurance medicine and how physicians han-
dle sickness certifications consultations can have consider-
able impact on sick-leave levels [1]. Despite the great impact
for patients and society, the knowledge on physicians’ sick-
ness certification practice is limited [1, 4]. Studies have mainly
targeted general practitioners [5, 6]. Few studies comprise
physicians in other clinical settings [4, 7]. In two large nation-
wide surveys of physicians’ sickness certifications, in 2008
[7] and 2012 [8], we collected data from physicians in most
clinical settings.

In a previous study [9], answers from physicians working
in obstetrics, gynecology, or maternal healthcare (here called
O/Gs) in two Swedish counties in 2004 and 2008 were
explored. We found that the O/Gs often perceived sickness
certifications as problematic. However, that study covered
only O/Gs in two counties, that is, only about one-fifth, of all
Swedish O/Gs. In the present study, we could include all O/Gs
working in Sweden, likewise exploring changes over time,
since data from 2012 was available and could be compared
to 2008.

After 2008, several interventions have been undertaken
in Sweden, to facilitate physicians’ sickness certification prac-
tice: foremost educational efforts, that is, courses in insurance
medicine and accessibility to expertise in insurance medicine,
but also promoting support at an organizational level
through, for example, introducing workplace policies at clin-
ical levels for this [10]. Few studies have evaluated the effects
of such interventions, and to the best of our knowledge,
no study has specifically targeted O/Gs. One study showed
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that physicians having a well-established workplace policy
regarding sickness certification matters found assessing long-
term prognosis of work capacity less problematic [11]. In a
Norwegian intervention, general practitioners who had par-
ticipated in training regarding sickness certification reported
improved knowledge of and self-efficacy for carrying out the
functional assessments related to the sickness certificate [12].
Also, in 2007, the Swedish Board of Health and Welfare for
the first time introduced national general and diagnoses-
specific sickness certification guidelines [13]. The purpose
was to provide a facilitating framework and ensure safe and
equal sickness certification of high quality for the patient.

For O/Gs, there are specific aspects to consider in sickness
certifications tasks, first; nearly all their patients are women,
and women have higher sick-leave rates, they often have
a work situation which differs from that of men [14, 15],
and sickness certification of pregnant women involves some
special concerns [16]. In Sweden, sickness absence among
pregnant women is common, despite the fact that the social
insurance system comprises the possibility of attaining preg-
nancy or parental benefits during the last trimester [16-19].
Sickness certification consultations might propose delicate
handling by the treating physicians, as to determine if the
pregnancy impairs the patient’s function to the extent that
work capacity is also impaired in relation to the demands
of the patient’s work [20, 21]. To the best of our knowledge,
there is only one study on how O/Gs experience sickness
certification of pregnant women [22], showing several types
of problematic situations. Thus, more knowledge is warranted
on this issue, as bases for interventions to facilitate O/Gs’
sickness certification practices and ensure optimal sickness
certification for their patients.

The objective of this study was to explore experiences
by physicians working in obstetrics, gynecology, or maternal
healthcare (O/Gs) of problems in sickness certification con-
sultations regarding (i) frequencies and perceived severity of
problems related to such tasks; (ii) use of sickness certification
guidelines and other means to ensure high quality in sickness
certifications; (iii) the need to acquire more competence
regarding sickness certification issues; and (iv) differences in
responses between two nationwide surveys in 2008 and 2012.

2. Methods

Data were obtained from two cross-sectional questionnaire
studies of sickness certification practice, mail administered
at two occasions; in October 2008 to all physicians living and
working in Sweden (n = 36 898) [7] and in October 2012 to
all physicians in clinical settings where sickness certification
occurred and aged <68 years (n = 31959). The study pop-
ulations were identified using a register of all physicians in
Sweden (Cegedim Sweden AB) including information about
age, sex, and type of board-certified specialist qualification
from the National Board of Health and Welfare. These studies
were approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board of
Stockholm, Sweden (Reg. numbers 2008/795-31, 2012/689-
31/5). The response rates were 61% in 2008 and 58% in 2012.
In this study, responses from physicians <68 years old
and mainly working in obstetrics, gynecology, or maternal
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healthcare were included. In 2008, 1037 physicians and, in
2012, 992 physicians met these criteria (Table 1).

The 2008 questionnaire included 163 questions concern-
ing various aspects of the physician’s sickness certification
consultations, based on previous studies [7, 23]. The 2012
questionnaire had the same number of questions but some
had been removed and others were added; beyond this,
the wording of a few questions was elaborated to be less
ambiguous. In this study, only questions included in both
surveys were examined. Answers to the following questions
were analyzed.

Frequency of sickness certification consultations was mea-
sured by the question “How often in your daily clinical work
do you have consultations including consideration of sickness
certification?” with response options “more than 20 times a
week,” “6-20 times a week,” “1-5 times a week,” “a few times
a month,” “a few times a year,” and “never or almost never.”
In analyses, the response options “more than 20 times a week”
and “6-20 times a week” were merged to “at least 6 times per
week” and “a few times a month” and “a few times a year”
were merged to “a few times per month or year.” In order to
focus on O/Gs with frequent experiences of such consulta-
tions, those responding with “a few times a month,” “a few
times a year,” or “never or almost never” were excluded in
the further analysis.

Frequency of problematic situations in sickness certification
consultations was measured by the overall question “How
often in your clinical work do you...” followed by descrip-
tions of different situations, with response options: “more
than 10 times a week,” “6-10 times a week,” “1-5 times a
week,” “a few times a month,” “a few times a year,” and “never
or almost never.” In the analyses, the response options “more
than 10 times a week,” “6-10 times a week,” and “1-5 times
a week” were merged to “at least once a week.” The response
options “a few times a month” and “a few times a year” were
merged to “a few times per month or year.”

Severity of problems regarding sickness certification consul-
tations was measured by the overall question “How problem-
atic do you generally find it to...” followed by descriptions
of eighteen situations, with response options “very,” “fairly,”
“somewhat,” and “not at all.” Three of the situations also had
the additional response option “not applicable.”

Lack of time when handling sickness certification tasks was
measured by three questions “When handling sickness cer-
tification tasks, how often do you experience lack of time. ..
(i) with your patient? (ii) to manage patient-related aspects?
(iii) for further education, supervision or reflection?”, with
response options: “every day,” “about once a week,” “about
once a month,” “a few times a year,” and “never or almost
never.”

Use and usefulness of the national sickness certification
guidelines were measured by the questions “How often in your
clinical work do you apply the national sickness certification
guidelines?” (response options: “at least once a week,” “a few
times per month or year,” and “never or almost never”) and
“Do the new national sickness certification guidelines pro-
vided by the National Board of Health and Welfare facilitate
your contacts with... (i) your patient? (ii) healthcare staft?
(iil) patients’ workplace/the Employment Office? (these two
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TABLE 1: Characteristics of the O/Gs participating in the surveys 2008 and 2012, respectively, and frequency of sickness certification

consultations by sex, age group, and type of specialist certification.

Frequency of sickness certification consultations

A few times

Participants >6 times per week  1-5 times per week  per month or algz‘s,teL:\rzer in?gils:arfon
year
n n (%) 1 (%) n (%) 1 (%) n (%)
2008 1037 284 (27.4) 455 (43.9) 175 (16.9) 117 (11.3) 6 (0.6)
2012 992 186 (18.8) 476 (48.0) 214 (21.6) 114 (11.5) 2(0.2)
m/md/min-max
Age 2008 48.9/50/25-67
Age 2012 48.8/49/27-67
n (%)

2008 Women 693 (66.8) 203 (29.3) 314 (45.3) 98 (14.1) 75 (10.8) 3(0.4)
Men 344 (33.2) 81(23.5) 141 (41.0) 77 (22.4) 42 (12.2) 3(0.9)
2012 Women 700 (70.6) 145 (20.7) 356 (50.9) 132 (18.9) 66 (9.4) 1(0.1)
Men 292 (29.4) 41 (14.0) 120 (41.1) 82 (28.1) 48 (16.4) 1(0.3)
2008 25-447ys 389 (37.5) 127 (32.6) 222 (571) 34 (8.7) 6 (1.5) 0(0.0)
45-67ys 648 (62.5) 157 (24.2) 233 (36.0) 141 (21.8) 111 (17.1) 6(0.9)
2012 27-44ys 392 (39.5) 87 (22.2) 237 (60.5) 65 (16.6) 3(0.8) 0 (0.0)
45-67 ys 600 (60.5) 99 (16.5) 239 (39.8) 149 (24.8) 111 (18.5) 2(0.3)
Specialist® 800 (77.1) 210 (26.2) 324 (40.5) 146 (18.2) 115 (14.4) 5(0.6)
2008 Sz‘t’ﬁi:rlé“ 10 (1.0) 2(20.0) 4 (40.0) 1(10.0) 2 (20.0) 1(10.0)
Nonspecialist 227 (21.9) 72 (31.7) 127 (55.9) 28 (12.3) 0(0.0) 0(0.0)
Specialist® 766 (77.2) 145 (18.9) 338 (44.1) 172 (22.5) 109 (14.2) 2(0.3)
2012 Sgig:rlgst 10 (1.0) 1(10.0) 5 (50.0) 0(0.0) 4 (40.0) 0(0.0)
Nonspecialist 216 (21.8) 40 (18.5) 133 (61.6) 42 (19.4) 1(0.5) 0(0.0)

*Physicians in study groups having board specialist certification in obstetrics and/or gynecology.

bPhysicians in study groups having board specialist certification in specialties other than obstetrics and gynecology.

questions were merged in the analysis because they were two
separate questions in 2012 but were combined to one question
in 2008) (iv) Social Insurance Agency?” (response options
“yes,” “no”).

Value of means/resources to ensure high quality in sickness
certification cases was measured by the overall question “How
do you value the following options with regard to ensure
high quality of your handling of sickness certification cases?”,
followed by descriptions of fourteen means/resources, with
response options “very beneficial,” “moderately beneficial,”
and “not beneficial.”

Need to acquire more competence regarding issues related to
sickness certification was measured by the overall question “To
what extent do you need to further develop your competence
regarding the following. ..” followed by descriptions of seven-
teen situations, with response options “to a large extent,” “to
a fairly large extent,” “to a small extent,” and “not at all.” In
the analysis, the response options “to a large extent” and “to
a fairly large extent” were merged to “to a large/fairly large
extent.”

Data was analyzed with descriptive statistics. Only the
O/Gs who reported that they had sickness certification

consultations at least once a week were included in the further
analyses of experiences in regard to sickness certification
issues. The Mann-Whitney U test was applied to evaluate
differences between years. A p value < 0.05 was accepted as
statistically significant. Analyses were conducted using the
statistical software SPSS 20.0.

3. Results

A majority of the responding physicians working in gynecol-
ogy, obstetrics, or maternal healthcare (O/Gs) were women,
45-67 years old, and board-certified specialists in gynecol-
ogy/obstetrics (Table 1). Corresponding information regard-
ing O/Gs who did not respond to the surveys was not
available. However, information about nonresponders was
available for all board-certified O/Gs, regardless of which
type of clinic they worked in. Response rate to the surveys
among board-certified O/Gs was somewhat higher than for
all physicians: in 2008 their response rate was 66.9% and
in 2012 63.6%. For 2012, information on age and gender for
board-certified O/Gs was available: among nonresponders,
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TABLE 2: Proportions (%) of O/Gs (having sickness certifications at least weekly) reporting frequencies of different situations in sickness
certification consultations in 2008 (1 = 739) and in 2012 (n = 662), respectively, and p values for differences between 2008 and 2012.

At least once lzrfmgtmhe; Never or Missing Betrvgien—
How often in your clinical work. .. Year a week P almost never information group
year comparison
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) p value®
...do you find it problematic to handle sickness 2008 234 (31.7) 459 (62.1) 38 (5.1) 8 (L1) 0.367
certifications? 2012 202 (30.5) 421 (63.6) 37 (5.6) 2(0.3)
...do you encounter a patient who wantstobeon 508 156 (21.1) 487 (65.9) 82 (1L.1) 14 (1.9)
sick leave for some other reason than work 0.001
incapacity due to disease or injury? 2012 106 (16.0) 450 (68.0) 101 (15.3) 5(0.8)
. .do patients say no, partly or completely, to a 2008 51(6.9) 457 (61.8) 221(299) 10 (1.4) 0.001
sick leave you suggest? 2012 37 (5.6) 371 (56.0) 251 (37.9) 3(0.5)
...do you say no to a patient who wants a sickness 2008 79 (10.7) 591 (80.0) 50 (6.8) 19 (2.6) 0.078
certificate? 2012 62 (9.4) 550 (83.1) 47 (7.1) 3(0.5)
...do you experience conflicts with patients about 2008 71(9.6) 506 (68.5) 151 (20.4) 11 (15) 0.009
sickness certification? 2012 57 (8.6) 425 (642)  175(26.4) 5(0.8)
...do you worry that a patient will report you to 2008 11 (1.5) 92 (12.4) 630 (85.3) 6 (0.8)
the medical disciplinary board regarding sickness 0.311
certification? 2012 5(0.8) 78 (11.8) 576 (87.0) 3(0.5)
...do you feel threatened by a patient in 2008 7(0.9) 108 (14.6) 615 (83.2) 9(1.2) 0.041
connection with sickness certification? 2012 2(0.3) 73 (11.0) 577 (87.2) 10 (1.5)
...do you issue sickness certificates to patients 2008 40 (5.4) 495 (67.0) 196 (26.5) 8 (L1) 0.612
without seeing them (e.g., by telephone)? 2012 29 (4.4) 456 (68.9) 175 (26.4) 2(0.3)
...do you worry that patients will change 2008 8 (L1) 61(8.3) 665 (90.0) 5(0.7) 0.630
physician if you don't issue a sickness certificate? 2012 7 (11) 48 (73) 601 (90.8) 6(0.9)
-..do patients say that they will change physician 2008 3(04) 118 (16.0) 610 (82.5) 8 (LD) 0.005
if you don't issue a sickness certificate? 2012 2(0.3) 74 (11.2) 582 (87.9) 4(0.6)

*Mann-Whitney U test.

the proportions of women and older physicians were some-
what lower than those among responding O/Gs.

The further analyses include only O/Gs that reported
having sickness certification consultations at least once a
week: that is, 739 (71.3%) in 2008 and 662 (66.8%) in 2012.

Frequencies of problematic situations in sickness certifi-
cation consultations perceived by those O/Gs are presented
in Table 2. In both years, nearly one-third experienced
such consultations as problematic at least once a week.
The most frequently occurring problematic situation was to
“...encounter a patient who wants to be on sick leave for some
reason other than work incapacity due to disease or injury,”
reported occurring weekly by 21.1% in 2008 and by 16.0% in
2012. Almost all O/Gs (90.7% in 2008 and 92.5% in 2012) at
least a few times per year or month said no to a patient who
wanted a sickness certificate; this was the only frequency that
was higher in 2012 than in 2008. All other listed problematic
situations were reported by a larger proportion of O/Gs in
2008 compared to in 2012. For instance, 78.1% in 2008 and
72.8% in 2012 reported having conflicts with patients about
sickness certification at least a few times per year or month
(p = 0.009).

The perceived severity of different problems in sickness
certification is presented in Table 3. Both years, about half of
the O/Gs found it very or fairly problematic (51.8% in 2004
and 51.6% in 2008) to “assess the degree to which the reduced
functional capacity limits a patient’s work capacity” and to
“handle situations in which you and a patient have different
opinions about the need for sick leave” (2008: 51% and 2012:
46%). Other situations perceived as very or fairly problematic
by a large proportion of the O/Gs were to “decide whether to
certify prolongation of a sick-leave period initially certified
by another physician,” “assess the optimum duration and
degree of sickness absence,” and “assess whether a patient’s
functional capacity is reduced.” In 2012, a smaller proportion
reported these situations as very or fairly problematic, as
compared to in 2008.

When handling sickness certification tasks, a majority
experienced lack of time at least once a week in relation to
time with the patient (in 2008 56.8% and in 2012 60.1%),
time to manage patient-related aspects (in 2008 56.1% and in
2012 63.1%), and time for further education, supervision, or
reflection (in 2008 52.3% and in 2012 52.0%).



(rv) £z (#°0€) 10¢ (¥°8€) ¥ST (9T2) €¥1 (9°9) g ralid $9782111192
600°0 . SSOUIS & pansst Juraq st oym juaned e yim
Lo oz (672) ¥81 (6'6€) 56T (8'57) 161 (99) 6% 800¢ so8ueyd uoryenyrs ay1] pue aA3say1y a[qrssod ssnosip *
Lo s (6%7) 91 (6'9¢) ¥¥T (L'ST) 0L (8'6) S9 10z ssanLoYINe 19710

0990 . pue IS ay3 10j J1odxo [eorpaw e se pue uerisAyd
(€)1 (8'%7) €81 (sL€) LLT (T vt (€€1) 86 8002 Sunean sjuaned ay) se s2[01 0M) oY) oFeurw -
(67¢) 9t . . . .

I (€v¢) LTt (9°1€) 60T (9°61) 0¢T (9701) 0£ 7102 soxeay3p1s w0 syuansed o Ayvedes oM
(80 1¢ (5°2€) 0¥C (09€) 997 (621) T€1 (8°01) 08 3002 a1mny 9y} Jnoqe sisougoid Ebu-wEE eopraoxd -~
(9°9) ¥¢ . . . .

vz (T'9¢) 6T (0°s¢) z€T (€'81) 121 (6'9) 9% (4014 sorv] 1S ) SuLInp UoNE)
(07) 61 (I've) 7t (€1€) 9Lt (9°61) s¥1 ¥'9) v 8007 2q 03 samseawr Surpiedar uonde jo ueld e dewr
(81Tl . . ) )

Lo (€'6T) ¥61 (8'€¥) 06T (9T2) €71 (se)€c 10T PP SO Wys——
()91 ©sD6s1 (s (STO 6T (1) 8¢ gooz  SPBweApe Uy Juaned oy Y 19¢1a30 1pisuod” !
(07) €1 . . . )

- (#01) 69 (0'9¢) 8¢ (8'8¢€) LST (8Tr) S8 404 shaoedes yom syusned v sy Ajoedes
(87) €1 (#2) S (0°6€) 887 (€75€) 192 (591 721 30027 [BUOT}OUNJ PAONPAI ) YOIYM 03 92139p Y} Ssasse” *
(90 L1 . . . .

G100 (0'%2) 651 (6'5¥) ¥0€ (I'1e) ov1 (€9) v 10T san(uy/aseastp o} anp
(97) 61 (GSDOVL (S9N PPE (95T 681 (o) p ooz StAedes jeuonouny paonpai oy sapoym ssasse:
(€)ar . . . .

o100 (€s1) 101 (£'9%) 60€ (T'87) L81 (92) 05 10T spoonpa
(re) €z wepor (0w s LW (S6)0L  800T st fpedes evonouny sjuaned e oyiagm ssasse
won (L) L6 (L16) The (s2) 781 (%) 0€ 710z

8¥9°0 . ssjuanyed JO UOTIBOYIIIAD SSAUDIS A[puey "
7)<t (F9o1) 121 (6'67) 69¢ (8'97) 86T (6'%) 9¢ 8002

2nead (9%) 1 (9%) (%) u (%) u (%) u (%) 1
uostredwod
dnois UOT)BULIOJUT sqeoridde Te9% *+0) 1 puy A[[erousd nok op onews[qoid Moy
Surssty 10N [T 38 JON JeyMIWOS Apareg L137
-udaMIdg

“Z10T PUB 800 U92MIdq SOUIYIP 10 sanfea d pue K[oanoadsar (799 = u) Z10g Ul pue
(6€£ = 1) 00T UI SUOTJEINSUOD WOTIBOYTIIID SSAUDIS UT sworjenis oyroads punoy Aoty onewajqoid moty st jerpy ‘suraqord Jo L11aass Sunyrodar so/Q jo (9) suonprodord pue roquuny :¢ 19V],

Obstetrics and Gynecology International



. way} pasn jou aaey, se paseryd sem uondo asuodsai [euonippe ay L.,
'suonsanb 221} 10y pasn sem d[qesridde jou, uonydo asuodsar [euonippe uy 1N Kowmyyp-uueNL,

Obstetrics and Gynecology International

(9€) 7T q(€779) o€ (591) 601 (£:81) ¥T1 (S9) €% (77) 91 210z suaned e Surdjnieo ssawprs 1noqe suorurdo
2000 . . JUSIPIP SARY WIRI) SIBIYI[BIY 3]} JO SIOQUIIWL
ona q(02¥) L¥€ (vsT) $11 (0°T2) SST (STD) €8 (s’€) 9¢ 8007 1510 PUP NOK YOIYM UI SUOTEMIS JPUBY
(0°0r) 99 - (0°€2) 78T (81€) 05T (#72) 8¥1 (6'9) 9% 7102 .
. $SUIPpPIMS3 UOTLIYILIID SSIUDIS [eUOTIeU
)8t H(5'€6) S6¢ (s'8) €9 (r€0) 121 (00 72 (F7)8T  goog O WA 2IUEPIOE U SALIYILID SSIWPIS LM
(9°¢) 3¢ (6'69) €9% . . : .
. ¢ (o) e (v6) 79 (t2) Ly () 67 coe (uotsuad Aypiqestp Surureouod uoneosrdde
(vs) oy - (¥02) 151 (1ze) Lst (0'1¢) 622 (I'm) z8 800¢ 10§ “82) VIS Y 10J SALIYTI) 190 ALIM' "
(s) 9¢ (8'62) L61 (8'8€) £ST (€'61) 82T (9'9) ¥ 4l
9L€°0 . $VIS 91 10 $31eIYI1IdD SSIUNDIS AJLIM™ " *
‘)1 (£17) S0T (8T%) 60€ (0'12) sst (99) 67 8002
(97) L1 . . ) )
0c00 (S11) 92 (6'6€) ¥9¢ (6€) 81T (Tem) £8 710 59AB[ IS 10} POL 33 J10qE SUOruIdo JUSIYIP
(8D €1 F10) ¥8 (9°6¢) €97 (8°€€) 05T (szn) 6Tt 800T aaey juaned e pue nod yorym ut suonenys apuey -
ost (v€T) 68¢ (9's%) 20€ (T'0€) 00z (0'8) €5 z10z .
100°0> muuﬁvwﬁw wwoﬁvﬂuﬂw
07) <t (ron) s (O €0s (9% 95T (TTD06  800T Jo 2218ap pue uonemp winwndo ayy ssasse:
(£7) 81 (0'%1) €6 (8°€%) 067 (6'67) 861 (56) €9 10z suenisdyd
¥10°0 . Iayjoue £q paynIa0 AJrentur porrod aAB-)IIS
(61) ¥1 (€%1) 901 (¥'9¢) 69¢ (I'¥%¢) Tse (€€1) 86 800¢ © 30 uoneduofoxd e £J13190 0} JoYFOYM SPIOAP
(67) 61 . . . )
- (9°6€) 79 (Sz¢) 8ve (€'91) 801 (8€) st 7102 511 [eorpow sJusred A4y U JUBWINA0p 0} §5301d
(€0 1 (S'0%) 66T (T'0¥%) 96T (v€T) 66 (8€) 8¢ 8002 UONEIYNI2) SSAWPIS Y JO $103dsE JeyM Moy
. $OARI[ YIS UO
(ry) e (1's7) 991 (€'s¢) vt (£'s7) 0L1 (8'6) 59 800C yuaned e Surpuey uaym (asnqe soue)sqns 1o [edrsAyd
0800 . ‘SANOLYIP OIou00? “3-9) swayqoid [erosotypLsd
‘7)1 (#'12) 8sT (L'9€) L2 (912) ¥0T (s'Tr) S8 00T 130 YL [E3P 0} MOY MO PUE SSAISID' -
~npead (%) u (9%) (%) u (%) u (%) u (%) u
uostredwod
dnois UOTJEULIOJUT sqeordde Teax **+0) 31 puy A[[erouad nok op onews[qoid Moy
-zowm\“om Surssiy JON I[e 38 J0ON Jegmouiog Apreg FeSIN

"panunuoy) :¢ A19V],



Obstetrics and Gynecology International

Do the national sickness certification guidelines facilitate your contacts with ...

... your patient?

.. patient’s workplace/the Employment Office? 181

14.9
... healthcare staff? -
16.

... the Social Insurance Agency?

8.8
51.4

295

29.5

:|Lp < 0,001

:|Lp < 0,001
}p < 0,001

(=]

M 2008
2012

20 40 60 80

}p < 0,001
T

1
100
(%)

FIGURE I: Proportions (%) of O/Gs reporting that the national sickness certification guidelines facilitated their contacts with the patient or
different stakeholders in sickness certification consultations, in 2008 (1 = 739) and in 2012 (n = 662), respectively, and p values for significance

level of differences between 2008 and 2012.

In 2012, 26.7% of the O/Gs reported that they used
the national sickness certification guidelines every week, as
compared to 8.7% in 2008. In 2012, 26.4% responded that
they never used the guidelines, as opposed to 52.5% in 2008.
In 2012, half of the O/Gs (51.4%) responded that the national
sickness certification guidelines facilitated their contacts with
patients, as opposed to less than a third (28.8%) in 2008
(Figure 1).

Responses regarding finding listed options to be “very
beneficial” for ensuring high quality in sickness certification
are shown in Figure 2. For many of the options, there were
differences between the years. In 2008, the options valued
as “very beneficial” by the largest proportion of O/Gs were
“contact with fellow physicians and/or other health care staft”
(58.3%) and “better information to the general public about
the sickness insurance system” (45.5%). The latter option was
valued as “very beneficial” by the largest proportion of O/Gs
(51.5%) in 2012, followed by the option “a joint instru-
ment/protocol for assessment of work capacity” (46.1%). The
option that was valued as “very beneficial” by the smallest
proportion in both 2008 (9.6%) and 2012 (3.3%) was “contacts
with patients” employers and visits to workplaces.

A significantly smaller proportion of O/Gs in 2012 com-
pared to in 2008 responded that they had a large/fairly large
need for more competence in sickness certification issues
concerning most of the listed options (Figure 3). In 2012, the
response options that the largest proportion reported a large/
fairly large need to further develop their competence were the
employers’ (45.2%), Social Insurance Agency’s (44.7%), and
Employment Office’s (41.8%) options and responsibilities in
sickness certification cases.

4. Discussion

In this first nationwide study of the physicians working in
obstetrics, gynecology, or maternal healthcare regarding their
experiences of sickness certification tasks, we found that a
vast majority of the responding O/Gs had sickness certifi-
cation consultations every week and that almost one-third
experienced sickness certification as problematic at least
once a week. The most frequent problematic situation was
to handle patients requesting sickness certificates for some
other reason than work incapacity due to disease or injury.
However, most types of problems were less frequent in 2012,
indicating that fewer O/Gs perceived problems in 2012 com-
pared to 2008. It could be hypothesized that the interventions
undertaken in between the two surveys to facilitate sickness
certification practice [10] have contributed to more compe-
tence in insurance medicine among O/Gs. Still, more orga-
nizational support and administrative resources, for exam-
ple, time, training, and supervision, are needed to further
enhance O/Gs sickness certification practice.

Regarding severity of problems, large proportions of
O/Gs found several aspects of accessing work capacity as
problematic and many wanted an instrument for such assess-
ments. The same tendency was found in a previous survey
that explored O/Gs in two Swedish counties in 2004 and 2008
[9] and in a smaller survey by Larsson et al. [22]. Specifically,
half of O/Gs found it problematic to assess the degree to
which the reduced functional capacity limits a patient’s work
capacity. Also, almost half of the O/Gs stated that an instru-
ment/protocol for assessment of work capacity would be
very beneficial to ensure high quality in sickness certification
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Options valued as “very beneficial” for ensuring high quality in handling of sickness certification cases

Supervision

Written information (e.g., books, brochures,
articles)

Information from the Internet
Courses in insurance medicine
Courses in conflict management

Conferences, seminars
Having opportunities to contact experts in
insurance medicine

Contacts with fellow physicians and/or other
healthcare staff

A forum in which you can reflect on your work
with sickness certification

Getting statistics on your issued sickness
certificates over the past year

Getting statistics on issued sickness certificates at
your unit/practice over the past year

Better information to the general public about the
sickness insurance system

The national diagnosis-specific sickness
certification guidelines

A joint instrument/protocol for assessment of
work capacity

Receiving higher remuneration for issuing sickness
certificates

Contacts with case officers at the Social Insurance
Agency

Contacts with medical officers at the Social
Insurance Agency

Collaborative or coordinating meetings

Contacts with patients’ employers and visits to
workplaces

Getting a second opinion from other physicians
regarding a patient

FIGURE 2: Proportions (%) of O/Gs reporting different options to
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I have a large or fairly large need to further develop competence regarding ...

Assessing patients’ functioning/reduced ﬁ_ - p=0.001
functioning 299 J
Assessing patients’ work capacity/work L p < 0.001
limitations 34.6 4
The demands required in different occupations 37 : p < 0.001
Assess the optimum length and degree of - p < 0.001
sickness absence 334 4
Handling conflicts with patients about the need - p = 0.001
for sickness certification 27.5 J
[ 15.7 | 1,-
To write sickness certificates 145 - p =039
Designing optimum plans of action - p=0039
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FIGURE 3: Proportions (%) of O/Gs reporting large or fairly large need to further develop their competence regarding different aspects
regarding sickness certification issues, in 2008 (n = 739) and 2012 (n = 662), respectively, and p values for differences between 2008 and 2012.
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cases. A higher proportion responded this in 2012 than in
2008. Our results are in line with studies of physicians from
other specialties, showing that assessing the patient’s work
capacity is problematic in sickness certifications [21, 24]. This
is an important area to highlight in further interventions
aiming at improving competence and provide organizational
support.

It is notable that contacts with patients employers
and workplaces were valued as beneficial by the smallest
proportion in both surveys. It has been argued that contacts
with employers and workplaces could highlight and bring
forward measures to facilitate for employees to remain at
work and avoid long-term sick leave [25]. However, few
physicians have trainings on how to handle such contacts and
little time to take part in them. In Sweden, it is currently
discussed how to promote such contacts and to what extent
other healthcare professionals can handle some of them. For
instance, the so-called sick-leave coordinators are introduced
in clinical settings to promote such contacts [26]. More
research is needed on effects of that.

A majority experienced lack of time at least once a week
regarding sickness certification tasks. These figures remained
fairly stable between the two years. However, in 2012, a larger
proportion of O/Gs experienced lack of time every week to
manage patient-related aspects, such as documentation and
contacts with other stakeholders, compared to 2008. This
is a perturbing development that needs to be addressed at
organizational levels in healthcare [27].

In 2012, one-fourth of O/Gs reported using the national
sickness certification guidelines weekly, as compared to only
8.7% in 2008. In comparison, a study of general practitioners
showed that, already in 2008, 18% used the guidelines weekly
[13]. In 2012, half of the O/Gs responded that the sickness
certification guidelines facilitated their contacts with patients,
as opposed to less than a third in 2008. Moreover, a larger pro-
portion in 2012 than 2008 reported that the guidelines facili-
tated contacts with healthcare staff, SIA staff, and the patient’s
workplace. It is not surprising that these guidelines had not
gained common ground in 2008, since they were introduced
in the late 2007, and thus had only been in use for a year. New
guidelines usually take longer time to become implemented
in healthcare [28]. It is an important finding that they were in
use in clinical practice in 2012 and perceived as useful.

In between these surveys, several educational interven-
tions were initiated (e.g., courses and accessibility to expertise
in insurance medicine) [10, 27]. Only a few studies have
evaluated the effects of such interventions and have sug-
gested that well-established workplace policies and education
improve physicians’ competence and self-efficacy for sickness
certification tasks in Sweden, as well as in other countries
(11, 12]. Although a somewhat smaller proportion of O/Gs in
2012 than 2008 responded that they needed to acquire more
competence in issues related to sickness certifications, the
results indicate that additional interventions are needed. In
2012, almost half of the O/Gs reported a need to develop their
competence in insurance medicine, for example, regarding
the employers, the SIAs, and Employment Office’s responsi-
bilities in sickness certification cases. In Sweden, it has also
been underscored that these issues need to be addressed at
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healthcare management levels, by, for example, supportive
leadership, workplace policies, and supervision [27, 29].

Strengths of this study are the fact that all O/Gs working
in Sweden were included, the high response rates, and the fact
that data from surveys in two different years was included.
To our knowledge, this is the first study concerning O/Gs’
sickness certification practice based on such large study
groups. Further, the comprehensive questionnaires gave the
possibility to study aspects at detailed levels. A limitation
is that background information on nonresponders was not
available specifically for all physicians working in gynecology,
obstetrics, or maternal healthcare (O/Gs), only for board-
certified O/Gs. Hence, bias to nonresponders cannot be ruled
out. A possible limitation is that comparison between the
years might be affected by differences between the two study
groups. Apart from gender (i.e., alarger proportion of women
in 2012 than 2008), there were no significant differences
between the two study groups.

5. Conclusion

Our findings show that O/Gs frequently found sickness cer-
tification tasks problematic, although they perceived a some-
what lower severity of problems in 2012 compared to 2008.
This change might be related to interventions undertaken in
Sweden in between the two surveys, such as guidelines and
training possibilities to enhance insurance medicine compe-
tence and practice development. The most frequently occur-
ring problematic situation for O/Gs was handling patients
requesting sickness certificates for other reasons than work
incapacity due to disease or injury. The O/Gs found it espe-
cially problematic to assess the patient’s work capacity and
expressed the need of instruments for such assessments. Thus,
more scientific knowledge on sickness absence and sickness
certification in these patient groups is warranted. Also,
more organizational support and administrative resources for
O/Gs are needed: especially more time, not only for patient
contacts but also for training, supervision, and contacts with
other stakeholders, and to keep updated on guidelines. Fur-
ther, O/Gs also need to have access to dialogue with special
competences, that is, expertise in insurance medicine mat-
ters. Such resources and competence are needed to enhance
O/Gs’ sickness certification practices.

Abbreviations

O/Gs: Physicians working in obstetrics, gynecology, or
maternal healthcare.
Competing Interests

The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Acknowledgments

The work was supported by the Swedish Ministry of Health
and Welfare and the Swedish Research Council for Health,
Working Life, and Welfare.



Obstetrics and Gynecology International

References

[1] R. Wahlstrom and K. Alexanderson, “Swedish Council on

[5

[8

(12

(14

]

J

Technology Assessment in Health Care (SBU). Chapter 11.

Physicians’ sick-listing practices (review),” Scandinavian Jour-
nal of Public Health. Supplement, vol. 63, pp. 222-255, 2004.

G. Wynne-Jones, C. D. Mallen, V. Welsh, and K. M. Dunn,
“Rates of sickness certification in European primary care: a
systematic review;” European Journal of General Practice, vol. 14,
no. 3-4, pp. 99-108, 2008.

E. Soderberg and K. Alexanderson, “Sickness certificates as a
basis for decisions regarding entitlement to sickness insurance
benefits,” Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, vol. 33, no. 4,
pp. 314-320, 2005.

K. Alexanderson, C. Lindholm, J. Kdrrholm, and E. S6derberg,
“Physicians’ sickness certification practices: a systematic
review; in Proceedings of the 4th European Public Health
Conference, Copenhagen, Denmark, November 2011.

G. Wynne-Jones, C. D. Mallen, C. J. Main, and K. M. Dunn,
“What do GPs feel about sickness certification? A systematic
search and narrative review;,” Scandinavian Journal of Primary
Health Care, vol. 28, no. 2, pp. 67-75, 2010.

L. Letrilliart and A. Barrau, “Difficulties with the sickness
certification process in general practice and possible solutions:
a systematic review;” European Journal of General Practice, vol.
18, no. 4, pp. 219-228, 2012.

C. Lindholm, B. Arrelov, G. Nilsson et al., “Sickness-certifica-
tion practice in different clinical settings; a survey of all
physicians in a country;” BMC Public Health, vol. 10, article 752,
2010.

T. Ljungquist, E. Hinas, G. H. Nilsson, C. Gustavsson, B.
Arrelov, and K. Alexanderson, “Problems with sickness certi-
fication tasks: experiences from physicians in different clinical
settings. A cross-sectional nationwide study in Sweden,” BMC
Health Services Research, vol. 15, article 321, 2015.

C. Gustavsson, L. Kjeldgard, R. Branstrom et al., “Problems
experienced by gynecologists/obstetricians in sickness certifi-
cation consultations,” Acta Obstetricia et Gynecologica Scandi-
navica, vol. 92, no. 9, pp. 1007-1016, 2013.

M. Engblom, Sickness certification when experienced as prob-
lematic by physicians [Ph.D. thesis], Karolinska Institutet, Stock-
holm, Sweden, 2011.

T. Ljungquist, B. Arrelov, C. Lindholm, A. L. Wilteus, G. H.
Nilsson, and K. Alexanderson, “Physicians who experience
sickness certification as a work environmental problem: where
do they work and what specific problems do they have? A
nationwide survey in Sweden,” BMJ Open, vol. 2, no. 2, Article
ID e000704, 2012.

N. Osterds, P. Gulbrandsen, J. S. Benth, D. Hofoss, and S.
Brage, “Implementing structured functional assessments in
general practice for persons with long-term sick leave: a cluster
randomised controlled trial,” BMC Family Practice, vol. 10,
article 31, 2009.

Y. Skdnér, G. H. Nilsson, B. Arrelov et al., “Use and usefulness
of guidelines for sickness certification: results from a national
survey of all general practitioners in Sweden,” BMJ Open, vol. 1,
no. 2, Article ID 000303, 2011.

P. Allebeck and A. Mastekaasa, “Chapter 5. Risk factors for sick
leave—general studies,” Scandinavian Journal of Public Health,
vol. 32, no. 63, supplement, pp. 49-108, 2004.

(15]

(16]

(20]

(21]

(22]

(23]

[27]

(28]

[29]

1

M. Laaksonen, A. Mastekaasa, P. Martikainen, O. Rahkonen, K.
Piha, and E. Lahelma, “Gender differences in sickness absence-
the contribution of occupation and workplace,” Scandinavian
Journal of Work, Environment and Health, vol. 36, no. 5, pp. 394-
403, 2010.

A. Sydsjo, G. Sydsjo, and K. Alexanderson, “Influence of
pregnancy-related diagnoses on sick-leave data in women aged
1644, Journal of Women'’s Health and Gender-Based Medicine,
vol. 10, no. 7, pp. 707-714, 2001.

G. Sydsjo and A. Sydsj6, “No association found between sick-
ness absence and duration of pregnancy benefit,” Scandinavian
Journal of Primary Health Care, vol. 23, no. 3, pp. 178-183, 2005.
A. Sydsjo, K. Alexanderson, M. Dastserri, and G. Sydsjo,
“Gender differences in sick leave related to back pain diagnoses:
influence of pregnancy;” Spine, vol. 28, no. 4, pp. 385-389, 2003.
K. Alexanderson, G. Hensing, M. Leijon et al., “Pregnancy-
related sickness absence in a Swedish County in 1985, 1986 and
1987, Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, vol. 48,
no. 5, pp. 464-470,1994.

A. Lofgren, C. Silén, and K. Alexanderson, “How physicians
have learned to handle sickness-certification cases,” Scandina-
vian Journal of Public Health, vol. 39, no. 3, pp. 245-254, 2011.

G. Norrmén, K. Svirdsudd, and D. K. G. Andersson, “How
primary health care physicians make sick listing decisions:
the impact of medical factors and functioning,” BMC Family
Practice, vol. 9, article 3, 2008.

C. Larsson, A. Sydsjo, K. Alexanderson, and G. Sydsjo, “Obste-
tricians’ attitudes and opinions on sickness absence and benefits
during pregnancy;” Acta Obstetricia et Gynecologica Scandinay-
ica, vol. 85, no. 2, pp- 165-170, 2006.

A. Lofgren, ]. Hagberg, B. Arrelov, S. Ponzer, and K. Alexander-
son, “Frequency and nature of problems associated with sick-
ness certification tasks: a cross-sectional questionnaire study of
5455 physicians,” Scandinavian Journal of Primary Health Care,
vol. 25, no. 3, pp. 178-185, 2007.

J. H. Kerstholt, W. E. L. De Boer, and N. J. M. Jansen, “Disability
assessments: effects of response mode and experience,” Disabil-
ity and Rehabilitation, vol. 28, no. 2, pp. 111-115, 2006.

R.-L. Franche, K. Cullen, J. Clarke et al., “Workplace-based
return-to-work interventions: a systematic review of the quanti-
tative literature,” Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, vol. 15,
no. 4, pp. 607631, 2005.

K. Alexanderson, C. Lindholm, J. Kdrrholm, and E. Soderberg,
“Physicians’ sickness certification practices: a systematic
review;” in Division of Insurance Medicine, Karolinska Institutet,
Stockholm, Sweden, 2016.

C. Lindholm, M. Von Knorring, B. Arrelév, G. Nilsson, E.
Hinas, and K. Alexanderson, “Health care management of sick-
ness certification tasks: results from two surveys to physicians,”
BMC Research Notes, vol. 6, article 207, 2013.

J. Grimshaw, M. Eccles, and J. Tetroe, “Implementing clinical
guidelines: current evidence and future implications,” The
Journal of Continuing Education in the Health Professions, vol.
24, pp. S31-837, 2004.

M. von Knorring, L. Sundberg, A. Lofgren, and K. Alexander-
son, “Problems in sickness certification of patients: a qualitative
study on views of 26 physicians in Sweden,” Scandinavian
Journal of Primary Health Care, vol. 26, no. 1, pp. 22-28, 2008.



