





    
  Skip to main content
  




  

    

      
        
          
              
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

          

        

      


      
        
              

      
        
          
                       

         

      

     
    
      
        
          [image: BMJ Journals]

                  

      

      
                  
            
                
    

    
  
    	Subscribe
	Log In 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
Log in via RCPCH  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	Basket 
	Search 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  







  



  

            

          

                

    
        
      
                [image: Archives of Disease in Childhood]
      

            
          
    

    
  
    	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	For authors
	Podcasts
	About

  





    
  
    
  
    
  
        

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  


  
  


  
        

    
  
  
    	 Close
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
        Main menu

    
  
  
    
  	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	For authors
	Podcasts
	About



  


  
  



  



  






	Subscribe
	Log in 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
Log in via RCPCH  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	BMJ Journals

  


  
  




  



  



  

      

          

          
  
        
      
        
          You are here
	Home
	Archive
	Volume 94, Issue 7 
	Trainees in difficulty


        

       
      
          
            Email alerts
          
        

      

          

            
          
        
          
            
                                                                                                  
    

    
  
    
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article Text
  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article menu 
  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    	Article 
Text
	Article 
info
	Citation 
Tools
	Share
	Rapid Responses
	Article 
metrics
	Alerts


  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    [image: Download PDF]PDF  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Leading article


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
      Trainees in difficulty
        
  

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Andrew Long

	Andrew Long, South London Healthcare NHS Trust, Princess Royal University Hospital, Farnborough Common, Orpington, Kent BR6 8ND, UK; along{at}btinternet.com




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/adc.2008.137687

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    There are many reasons why the term “trainee in difficulty”, or perhaps even worse “problem doctor”, strikes fear into the hearts of consultant trainers. It may be because of issues around patient safety or how to manage the on-call rota, but Richard Smith, former Editor of the British Medical Journal, would have us believe that, at least in part, it is because all doctors are “problem doctors”, or at least have the potential to become so.1 In September 2005, the Medical Defence Union (MDU) and the National Patient Safety Agency (NPSA) produced a document entitled “Medical error” in which 14 distinguished senior doctors admitted to making significant clinical errors in an attempt to encourage openness as part of organisational risk management.2 In his foreword,3 the Chief Medical Officer promotes the “new (Foundation) curriculum” for Modernising Medical Careers (MMC) as an opportunity for doctors in training to learn from their mistakes which mostly happen “because systems are not working as they should” rather than because doctors are careless. This view is supported by Wu and colleagues,4 whose anonymous survey of junior doctors identified a large number of errors, many of which were attributable to inexperience and lack of supervision as well as trainee exhaustion. On re-publication in 2003, the accompanying commentary5 suggested that new methods of working and changes in organisational culture were needed rather than the NHS “blame culture” which often led to individuals being inappropriately sacrificed as the organisational scapegoat.
However, it is rarely a single error of judgement that identifies a doctor who is “failing”. In the National Clinical Assessment Service (NCAS) review of the first 50 cases referred to their service,6 over half had a history of concerns stretching back more than 2 years before referral. It is sadly often … 
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