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Tuesday 24 March 2026 
No embargo
Adam Kay, author of the multi-million copy bestseller 'This is Going to Hurt' and Patron of the charity Doctors in Distress, joins RCGP NI to call for life saving mental health services for doctors in Northern Ireland
BAFTA winning author of the bestselling memoir This Is Going to Hurt, Adam Kay, visited the Royal College of General Practitioners (RCGP) NI offices in Belfast today (24 March) to promote the urgent need for commissioned mental health services for doctors in Northern Ireland.
During the visit, Adam met with Dr Emma Murtagh, Vice Chair of RCGP NI, and Dr Rose McCullagh, a Doctors in Distress Ambassador. Together, they highlighted the critical need for Northern Ireland to achieve parity with the rest of the UK and Ireland by establishing a commissioned practitioner health service here. 
Northern Ireland remains the only nation across the UK and Republic of Ireland without a dedicated, confidential and commissioned HSC mental health service for doctors and other healthcare professionals.
Elsewhere in the UK, practitioner health schemes provide free, confidential mental health and addiction support to doctors, a critical lifeline to those working under relentless pressure. 
Worryingly, statistics have shown that the risk of suicide among health professionals has been 24% higher than the national average.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Suicide by occupation, England: 2011 to 2015. Available here: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/suicidebyoccupation/england2011to2015#statistical-measures-of-suicide-by-occupation ] 


Speaking ahead of the event, Adam Kay said:  

“I hadn’t realised until a recent tour of Northern Ireland that there is no dedicated commissioned mental health service for NHS clinicians. I’m afraid to say that this is nothing short of shameful and needs to be urgently addressed. There is an ongoing crisis relating to burnout and suicide among NHS staff - a fact which is finally beginning to be addressed in England, Wales, Scotland and the Republic of Ireland through the provision of dedicated support services. I sincerely hope that Northern Ireland will follow suit, and give healthcare workers the support they desperately need.” 

In 2025, Doctors in Distress extended its charitable work to NI. 

Dr Emma Murtagh emphasised that, whilst very welcome, the launch of Doctors in Distress in NI in 2025 "does not fill the void left by the absence of a practitioner health service here." 

Dr Murtagh continued: 
"Doctors work under huge and often constant pressure. The stress of clinical work stays with you, not professionally, but also personally. 
Doctors in Northern Ireland are not immune, we are just as vulnerable to burnout, mental illness and addiction and the evidence shows that we are struggling even more than colleagues elsewhere in the UK.
Northern Ireland has the longest waiting lists and the highest levels of deprivation in the UK. We also have the highest prescribing rates of antidepressants, shaped by the legacy of a 30‑year conflict, the trauma passed through generations, and the deep social and economic challenges that continue today.
Doctors are not immune to any of this. We live in the same communities, carry the same traumas, and then face the added moral distress of trying to care for patients in a system that is under relentless strain.”
When developing RCGP NI's report 'A Workforce Fit for the Future’, the RCGP NI team heard many reports of GPs suffering from mental ill health and burnout which led to them ‘quietly quitting’ General Practice long before retirement.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Royal College of GPs NI. A Workforce Fit for the Future, RCGP NI Retention Strategy. Available here: https://www.rcgp.org.uk/getmedia/f1c47735-a896-45a4-900f-1532c8105e24/rcgpni-retention-strategy-2024.pdf] 


The 2025 Workplace Experience report by the General Medical Council (GMC) showed that doctors in NI have significantly more negative workplace experiences than those in other parts of the UK. 

In NI, 26% of doctors are deemed to be at high risk of burnout, compared to an 18% UK average.

And 54% of NI doctors felt that it was difficult to provide the level of care a patient needed at least once per week, compared to the 40% corresponding UK average.



In the same survey, GPs were the most pressured group of all doctors, with 60% of all GPs in the UK finding it difficult to provide care at least once per week.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  General Medical Council (GMC) Workplace experiences 2025. Available here: https://www.gmc-uk.org/about/what-we-do-and-why/data-and-research/the-state-of-medical-education-and-practice-in-the-uk/workplace-report] 



Dr Ursula Mason, Chair RCGP NI welcomed Adam bringing attention to doctor's mental health.
She said: 

"GPs, and indeed all doctors in NI feel like they have nowhere to turn when they need mental health support, because the dedicated service they need simply isn’t there. 

Doctors and other healthcare professionals deserve more than resilience; they deserve a dedicated Practitioner Health service that looks after them with the same commitment they show to their patients every single day.”


Mary-Jane Roberts, Chief Executive of Chairty Doctors in Distress emphasised that the mental health needs of doctors in NI are simply not being met: 

"We are in a situation where the very real needs of doctors in Northern Ireland are not being met. To state the obvious, the population needs doctors who are provided with correct mental health services and provision. We appreciate the leadership role the RCGP NI is taking and add our voice to the call for the long overdue provision of practitioner health services in Northern Ireland."


Dr Rose McCullagh, a Doctors in Distress Ambassador and a GP based in Belfast said: 
“We remain firmly committed to working together to ensure that Northern Ireland has a fully functioning, sustainable practitioner health service that supports the wellbeing of doctors and all healthcare professionals. 
The support that Doctors in Distress provides for healthcare professionals in NI is invaluable, but a fully commissioned practitioner health scheme is essential to protecting the health and wellbeing of those who care for our population. 
We are so grateful to Adam for having this important discussion with us today in NI.”
Dr Emma Murtagh concluded: 
"Doctors in Northern Ireland deserve the same level of support, protection, and care as their colleagues across the UK." 

-ENDS-
Media Contact:
For press enquiries, please contact: 
Erin Delaney (RCGP NI Policy and Public Affairs Manager)
07341 737 033
Erin.delaney@rcgp.org.uk 

Notes to editors
The Royal College of General Practitioners is a network of more than 54,000 family doctors working to improve care for patients. We work to encourage and maintain the highest standards of general medical practice and act as the voice of GPs on education, training, research and clinical standards.
Adam Kay is a BAFTA-winning author, TV writer, comedian and former junior doctor. His first book, This is Going to Hurt, spent over a year at number one in the Sunday Times bestseller list. Kay adapted This is Going to Hurt as a multi-BAFTA-winning comedy-drama series for the BBC. His debut crime thriller A Particularly Nasty Case is published by Orion in paperback in July and his latest novel for children Dexter Procter and the Case of the Disappearing Doctor is published by Puffin 2 April.
Doctors in Distress is an independent charity which provides peer support for all healthcare workers to protect their mental health and prevent suicide.
Doctors in Distress was founded in 2019 by Amandip Sidhu following the suicide of his brother Jagdip. Jagdip was a consultant cardiologist. He was overworked, burned out and felt he had nowhere to turn. He believed taking his life was the only answer.
Amandip established the charity so no other healthcare worker would have to experience the same pain as Jagdip.
Healthcare workers are facing immense pressure. A 2024 survey shows that more than a third of staff are suffering from burnout and 34% are emotionally exhausted because of work.
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