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C rapanzano et al.1 address an important concern that med-
icine as a profession is only beginning to acknowledge

and moves the field in a direction towards increasing aware-
ness and unbiased treatment. The majority of the regrettably
sparse literature on the subject addresses implicit racial and
ethnic assumptions in medical student2 and physician3 contri-
butions to healthcare disparities and racial and ethnic stigma-
tization. Similarly, there is a paucity of empirical research on
implicit biases regarding mental illness and the resulting neg-
ative impact on care of this vulnerable population.4

Crapanzano found that internal medicine residents were
more likely than their psychiatric colleagues to view depres-
sion negatively and to associate depression with being
untreatable. These biases could have considerable health im-
plications as more than half of visits to primary care physicians
for somatic concerns involve anxiety or depression.5 Such
implicit assumptions would likely adversely affect quality
mental health treatment. This compelling study is an important
first step in mitigating this heretofore unseen potential harm.
The study leaves a number of important questions unan-

swered. Firstly, the authors looked at resident’s implicit atti-
tudes to words that indicate depressive affect, not the clinical
entity of depression. This points to a larger potential concern,
as many more patients present to primary care physicians with
depressed mood than do those with a discrete psychiatric
diagnosis. Is being sad, regardless of diagnosis, a potential
hazard with respect to treatment?

Also left unanswered is an assessment of implicit bias
against anything providers feel insufficiently trained to treat.
Does the data reflect a true bias against depression or does it
reflect a feeling of lack of proficiency? It is easy—and prob-
ably correct, to assume some prejudice and negative stigmati-
zation toward mental illness, though this might be partially
confounded by feelings of therapeutic inadequacy.
For making us more aware of implicit bias, the authors are

to be applauded.
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