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Physicians'	Working	Conditions	in	the	French	Health	Care	System	

	
Working	Time	Organization	

Medical	Liability	
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ED	 93/104	 modified	 by	 the	 ED	 2003/88	 on	 certain	 aspects	 of	 the	 organisation	 of	 working	 time	
(EWTD)	is	implemented	in	the	French	public	hospitals	for	the	Consultants	since	2002.	
The	weekly	full-time	service	is	10	half	days	(8:30	am	to	6:30	pm)	from	Monday	to	Saturday	1:30	pm.	
The	 hospital	 doctors	 may	 be	 allowed	 to	 apply	 a	 temporary	 reduced	 weekly	 activity	 (50-90%),	 if	
operational	requirements	make	it	possible.	
The	 working	 time	 can	 never	 exceed	 48	 hours/week,	 this	 time	 being	 averaged	 over	 a	 period	 of	 4	
months.	When	performed	at	night,	the	working	time	is	counted	as	two	half-days.	
There	is	a	minimum	daily	rest	period	of	11	consecutive	hours	per	24-hour	period.	This	11-hours	rest	
is	 granted	 after	 the	 last	movement	during	 standby	duty,	 as	well	 as	 a	minimum	uninterrupted	 rest	
period	of	24	hours	for	each	seven-day	period,	which	is	added	to	the	11	hours'	daily	rest.	In	France	we	
have	 a	mandatory	 Compensatory	 rest	 after	 night	 shift:	 11	 hours	 of	 rest	 following	 immediately	 the	
period	 of	 work	 named	 "safety	 rest"	 (patients'	 safety).	 After	 24	 hours	 work,	 daily	 working	 time	
followed	by	a	night	shift,	24	hours	of	rest	are	granted,	following	immediately	the	period	of	work.	
On	 call	 duties	 are	 by	 law	 limited	 to	 4	 resident	 on-call	 duties	 during	 week	 time	 and	 1	 week-
end/month.	All	 the	time	of	resident	on-call	 is	 included	in	the	working	time.	The	standby	duties	are	
rare:	it	is	mostly	a	second	ranking	security	system.	All	the	moved	standby	time	(travel	time	included)	
is	counted	as	working	time.	
Opting-out	 is	 a	possibility	given	 to	 the	 salaried	hospital	Consultants	allowing	a	weekly	duration	of	
work	beyond	48h	until	60h-65h	(additional	time),	on	voluntary	basis	with	an	individual	contract.	A	
large	majority	of	the	French	Consultants	accept	to	opt-out	and	are	paid	for	this	overtime.	All	French	
Consultants	can	work	2	of	the	10	half	days/week	in	"general	interest	activities".		
The	 legal	 leaves	 are	 25	 days	 of	 paid	 annual	 leave,	 19	 days	 working	 time	 reduction	 for	 public	
hospitals'	 physicians	 because	 all	 French	 salaried	 employees	 are	 working	 35h/week	 since	 2002.	
Training	 leave	 for	 CME/CPD:	 15	 days/year.	 Maternity	 leave:	 minimum	 16	 weeks.	 Sick	 leave	
according	to	the	French	Social	Acts.	Special	permissions	of	absence	(wedding,	burial)	are	possible.	
Salaried	doctors	of	private	or	public	institutions	do	not	have	the	obligation	to	take	out	professional	
indemnity	 insurance.	 The	 employer	 supports	 service	 errors	 (unintentional	 negligence	 and	 in	 the	
exercise	of	functions),	but	fully	discharge	in	other	cases.	
The	National	Office	of	Compensation	for	Medical	Accidents,	Iatrogenic	disorders	and	of	Nosocomial	
Infections	(ONIAM)	is	a	public	institution	created	by	the	Law	of	4	March	2002	on	patients'	rights	and	
quality	of	the	health	system.	Its	mission	is	to	organize	the	compensation	scheme	-	friendly,	fast	and	
free	 –	 for	 victims	 of	 therapeutic	 risk	 without	 any	 fault	 of	 the	 physician.	 The	 Law	 sets	 up	
compensation	 by	 national	 solidarity.	 The	 frequency	 of	 lawsuits	 is	 very	 low:	 59	 penal	 lawsuits	 for	
137,512	insured	physicians.	
The	High	Authority	 for	Health	(HAS)	 is	an	 independent	public	authority	with	an	overall	mission	of	
evaluation	 of	 health	 products,	 recommendation	 of	 best	 practices,	 accreditation	 of	 doctors	 and	
certification	of	hospitals.	The	Academic	scientific	 societies	and	 the	National	Health	 Insurance	Fund	
are	also	editing	professional	and	clinical	guidelines.	
Due	 to	more	 and	more	Healthcare	 professionals	 Cooperation	protocols,	 organised	by	 the	Regional	
Health	 Authorities,	 the	 doctors'	 liability	 is	 an	 important	 point	 of	 discussion	 in	 France.	 The	 non-
medical	 professional	 acting	 in	 "advanced	 practice"	 is	 responsible	 for	 the	 acts	 it	 performs	 in	 that	
context.	
In	France,	there	is	a	limited	access	to	Medical	Schools	after	1	year	common	for	healthcare	education	
(PACES)	 by	numerus	clausus,	 fixed	 by	 the	 government,	 followed	by	Undergraduate	 (2nd	 year)	 and	
Graduate	 medical	 studies	 (5	 years).	 There	 is	 a	 National	 ranking	 examination	 (ECN)	 for	 access	 to	



medical	 specialities.	 Postgraduate	 training	 is	 during	 5	 years	 as	 Intern	 (considered	 in	 France	 as	 a	
doctor	in	training).	After	that,	there	are	two	possibilities	of	specialist	hospital	career:	
• National	 examinations	 for	 access	 to	 academic	 positions	 in	 the	 Medical	 Schools	 and	 leading	
positions	in	the	32	Regional	University	Hospitals,	
• National	ranking	examination	for	access	to	all	public	hospitals	Consultants'	positions.	
The	Consultants'	career	 is	a	mainly	35	years	career	with	13	automatic	 levels	of	remuneration	with	
varying	duration.		
Normally	 the	 training	 of	 French	 Public	 Hospitals'	 Managers	 is	 entrusted	 to	 the	 National	 School	
(EHESP)	by	 law,	 for	24	months	duration.	But	since	 the	Health	Act	2009	(HPST),	 the	government	 is	
free	to	hire	anyone	deemed	capable	of	leading	a	public	hospital,	regardless	of	their	initial	training.	
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In	France,	we	could	maintain	a	positive	annual	growth	rate	of	 the	health	spending	since	2009.	The	
Consultants'	remuneration	with	an	average	monthly	gross	salary	of	5,700€,	without	evolution	since	
July	2010	but	is	maintained	on	a	correct	level.		
To	obtain	for	salaried	specialists	a	3	times	average	National	gross	monthly	salary	is	for	the	EMOs	a	
clear	 goal	 for	 years.	 Excepted	 in	 Germany,	 Ireland,	 Luxembourg	 and	Netherland	 this	 target	 is	 not	
reached	 but	 progress	 is	 being	made	 in	 all	 countries.	 In	 France,	 on-call	 and	 standby	 duties	 have	 a	
specific	payment,	as	well	as	additional	 time	overtime	(opt-out).	All	 the	moved	standby	time	(travel	
time	 included)	 is	 included	 in	 the	working	time.	The	non-moved	stand-by	time	 is	paid	by	a	monthly	
lump	sum.	
About	 4,500	hospital	 doctors	 (11%	of	 the	Consultants)	 have	 a	 private	 activity	 in	 the	hospital.	 The	
majority	of	 liberal	activity	contracts	are	concerning	surgical	operations,	gynaecology	and	obstetrics	
(over	 60%).	 Royalties	 have	 to	 be	 refund	 to	 the	 hospital	 budget.	 A	 compensation	 for	 exclusive	
commitment	 to	 public	 service	 is	 paid	 for	 consultants	 who	 undertake,	 for	 a	 period	 of	 three	 years	
renewable,	not	to	exercise	a	private	professional	activity.		
CPD	 is	 an	 obligation	 for	 health	 professionals	 in	 France	 and	 deployed	 since	 2013,	 under	 the	
responsibility	 of	 the	 French	Medical	 Chamber	 (liberal	 practice)	 and	 the	Hospital	Medical	 Councils	
(hospital	Consultants).	The	problem	 is	 that	 the	 correct	 financing	of	CPD	 is	not	 achieved	 in	France,	
severely	compromising	the	efficiency	of	CPD.	
Modernisation	of	working	conditions	in	the	French	hospitals	by	managers	and	lawmakers	for	more	
than	 20	 years	 now,	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 New	 Public	Management,	 are	 challenging	 the	 ethical	
values	in	healthcare	and	medicine,	realising	a	new-taylorism	in	healthcare.	
The	 medical	 demography,	 age	 and	 gender	 evolution,	 type	 of	 practice	 modification	 and	 regional	
repartition	 of	 medical	 specialists	 in	 France	 have	 an	 important	 influence	 on	 workload	 in	 public	
hospitals.	 In	 fine,	 the	 migration	 of	 health	 professionals,	 trained	 in	 their	 country	 (9,2%	 of	 the	
physicians	 working	 in	 France),	 is	 an	 important	 help	 to	maintain	 correct	 staffing	 in	 French	 public	
hospitals.	Currently	we	need	doctors	and	not	managers	
Since	2008,	we	know	more	 and	more	burnout	 situations	 (52%	of	 the	French	doctors	 say	 they	 are	
concerned).	The	concerns	of	managers	and	 law-makers,	 interested	only	 in	short	run	economic	and	
financial	profitability,	are	in	opposition	to	the	concrete	experiment	of	work	lived	by	the	employees.	
To	practice	medicine,	we	need	time.	
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