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Junior doctors take heart: you do everything as well as we did

BMJ 2012; 345 doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.e7646 (Published 12 November 2012) 
Cite this as: BMJ 2012;345:e7646 
 1 Anthony Cohn, consultant paediatrician, Department of Paediatrics, Watford General Hospital, Hertfordshire WD18 0HB, UK
You junior doctors are now probably beginning to settle into your new job, and your initial exuberance may be somewhat muted by the reality of what the life of a junior doctor is really about. I hope that you can get through some of the inevitable drudgery and feelings of isolation, because I still believe that medicine must be the best profession in the world. I can honestly say that I enjoy coming to work every day and hope that you share this feeling.

I wanted specifically to let you know how things were in the past compared with now. I am sure you have heard your seniors telling you how hard they worked, how they never left the hospital, and how professional they were compared to you, who are either implicitly, or often explicitly, stupid, disorganised, uninterested, and more focused on finishing your shift than working on it.

I am too young to have experienced myself the house jobs where the doctor was resident for the entire six months—compensated, however, with a 24/7 silver service restaurant, a permanent butler, and the absence of a bleep system. My seniors reminisced fondly about this. I did experience long working hours: no weeks were more than 168 hours but some approached it. To counter that I had a close knit team. Furthermore, as a doctor in training I had a parking space within walking distance of the hospital, and this was in London.

I recently attended a medical school reunion. Although just about capable of remembering when I graduated, it is somewhat longer ago than I care to recall. I had a wonderful time meeting old friends and reminiscing about our time together as students and juniors. I am also privileged to be the educational supervisor for today’s trainees, and this made me think about the differences and similarities between my generation and yours. Although I like to flatter myself with the idea that I have been perfect since I was a medical student, I reluctantly acknowledge that this has only been the case more recently! I can’t imagine that you would make some of the basic errors that I made when I was at your stage of training.

Essentially, we are all motivated, dedicated, decent people. We were lucky that we did not have to record every action and learning opportunity. It seems that you are more scrutinised than supported. You have to be focused in a way that we did not have to be, and we could spend time working in different specialties to see which suited, whereas you have to make irreversible career choices almost before you start. Our jobs would last 6 to 12 months, so at least we developed a feeling of belonging. Although we were called “the lost tribe” we were at worst leisurely nomads. You are changing jobs every few months. Not only that, but the pace of medicine has changed—for example, when I was at your stage, a woman wanting to leave hospital less than five days after having a caesarean section would have to sign her own discharge, against medical advice. Today, she would be lucky to be allowed to stay for more than 72 hours.

But there is much more than this. I hear that you are called clock watchers, but I think you look at the clock only to see how many extra hours you have worked. I know that you stay behind to look after patients and finish administrative tasks, and you would never, as some of your seniors maintain, walk out of an arrest because your shift had finished. I see how you agonise over the failings of the system and how you understand when medicine is done badly, and how you hope to do things better. I share your frustration when you are called inefficient by people who have never had to do the work you do, like filling in a so called quick electronic discharge summary. I am impressed by your intellectual curiosity and your scientific endeavours. When I compare you with those that have gone before you I am heartened not dispirited. I can’t think of anything that you don’t do as well as we did.

So, if you are entering the period of despair, which begins to set in for many juniors, please remember a few things. I wish you well for the future and hope that you enjoy your medical career as much as I do. Please ignore the derogatory comments that you will hear, and remember that if, heaven forbid, I should fall ill in the future, I would be comforted and reassured to know that you would be my doctor.
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