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Abstract

Importance


In 2011, the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) restricted resident duty hour requirements beyond those established in 2003, leading to concerns about the effects on patient care and resident training.



Objective

To determine if the 2011 ACGME duty hour reform was associated with a change in general surgery patient outcomes or in resident examination performance.






Design, Setting, and Participants

Quasi-experimental study of general surgery patient outcomes 2 years before (academic years 2009-2010) and after (academic years 2012-2013) the 2011 duty hour reform. Teaching and nonteaching hospitals were compared using a difference-in-differences approach adjusted for procedural mix, patient comorbidities, and time trends. Teaching hospitals were defined based on the proportion of cases at which residents were present intraoperatively. Patients were those undergoing surgery at hospitals participating in the American College of Surgeons National Surgical Quality Improvement Program (ACS NSQIP). General surgery resident performance on the annual in-training, written board, and oral board examinations was assessed for this same period.






Exposures

National implementation of revised resident duty hour requirements on July 1, 2011, in all ACGME accredited residency programs.






Main Outcomes and Measures

Primary outcome was a composite of death or serious morbidity; secondary outcomes were other postoperative complications and resident examination performance.






Results

In the main analysis, 204 641 patients were identified from 23 teaching (n = 102 525) and 31 nonteaching (n = 102 116) hospitals. The unadjusted rate of death or serious morbidity improved during the study period in both teaching (11.6% [95% CI, 11.3%-12.0%] to 9.4% [95% CI, 9.1%-9.8%], P < .001) and nonteaching hospitals (8.7% [95% CI, 8.3%-9.0%] to 7.1% [95% CI, 6.8%-7.5%], P < .001). In adjusted analyses, the 2011 ACGME duty hour reform was not associated with a significant change in death or serious morbidity in either postreform year 1 (OR, 1.12; 95% CI, 0.98-1.28) or postreform year 2 (OR, 1.00; 95% CI, 0.86-1.17) or when both postreform years were combined (OR, 1.06; 95% CI, 0.93-1.20). There was no association between duty hour reform and any other postoperative adverse outcome. Mean (SD) in-training examination scores did not significantly change from 2010 to 2013 for first-year residents (499.7 [85.2] to 500.5 [84.2], P = .99), for residents from other postgraduate years, or for first-time examinees taking the written or oral board examinations during this period.






Conclusions and Relevance

Implementation of the 2011 ACGME duty hour reform was not associated with a change in general surgery patient outcomes or differences in resident examination performance. The implications of these findings should be considered when evaluating the merit of the 2011 ACGME duty hour reform and revising related policies in the future.









Commentary

Few topics have engendered as much discussion in the surgical world as resident duty-hour reform. After more than a decade, vigorous debate regarding the merit of duty hours persists. Since the introduction of the 2011 Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education revised duty-hour regulations, investigation of the effect of these work hour rules on patient outcomes has come in the form of single institutional studies that have largely found no improvement in patient outcomes. In this study, Rajaram et al used the National Surgical Quality Improvement Program database to assess outcomes in teaching (n = 23) and nonteaching (n = 31) hospitals in 204 641 patients. The primary end point was the composite of mortality and major complication. The results are crystal clear (Fig 2 in the original article). Further restriction in duty hours did not result in improved patient outcomes. Furthermore, American Board of Surgery test scores were not improved with duty-hour changes. Therefore, this study clearly demonstrates a lack of an association between duty hours and major outcome measurements. However, is this the real question we need to address? Although this information is clearly beneficial, the most important question is: are we producing trainees that can competently care for patients in an autonomous setting? Many senior surgeons opine that our surgical resident product is less well trained than in the past, and this has led to a large proportion of the residents securing additional training. This should not be surprising in that we have essentially eliminated 1 year of training through duty-hour restrictions. The ongoing prospective trial (FIRST—Flexibility in Duty Hour Requirements for Surgical Trainees) will provide us with helpful information, but we will still need to assess the competence of our residents to care for surgical patients independently.
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Abstract

Background


Interns, residents, and fellows in US graduate medical education (GME) training programs are currently paid based on postgraduate year (PGY) of training rather than hours worked and without considering specialty or subspecialty. This method of housestaff compensation causes substantial discrepancies between hourly pay rates that have existed for at least 25 years. It is time to consider changing the approach in the interest of fairness.



Proposals

Alternatives to the current system have been proposed. First, regional or national benchmarking data on usual hours worked per week in each different training program may be used to devise weekly salaries based on an effective hourly rate adjusted to each subsequent PGY level. With this system, a PGY-1 Dermatology resident and a PGY-1 General Surgery resident would each be paid the same effective hourly rate, but the General Surgery resident would receive a higher annual salary that reflects the greater number of hours required in that specialty.

Trainees could also be compensated at different levels based on benchmark data concerning approximate hours worked in each specialty or subspecialty area. Stepwise salary increases would then be assigned to each successive PGY level in the program.

Institutions could also identify a scale of hours worked. Programs whose trainees work well below an established threshold are paid less, then the saved money is used to increase compensation for trainees who work the most hours. The percentage of lower-hour employees who contribute to the increased salaries for the maximum-hour employees need not be at the same rate. For example, money from the bottom 20% of employees may be used to increase salaries for just the top 10% of the most-hours-worked employees. Home calls could be compensated with an additional hourly stipend.

Salary structure changes may be costly. Other salaries may need to be reduced, or new and innovative revenue sources may be sought. If these options are not feasible, the hospital and/or clinical program that benefits from the work of the housestaff may need to foot the bill. All training programs would have to be included in changes to avoid discrepancies among programs that use different compensation formulas. However, a new compensation system that considers hours worked as well as specialty or subspecialty and PGY would likely reduce the need for residents and fellows with longer working hours to seek opportunities to moonlight and earn more money.






Objections

Several objections may arise. The argument that housestaff who choose programs that require long work hours know what they are getting into should not override the exercise of fundamental fairness. Considering future earning capability as offsetting a lower housestaff pay rate is also unfair. A tiered salary structure may be seen as a creating a hierarchy of value that undermines teamwork and morale, but in fact can be countered by pointing out the equitable hourly rates regardless of specialty or subspecialty. People are unlikely to select a training program based on housestaff salary, so the fear that remedying inequities in such compensation will diminish the appeal of certain specialties that are currently experiencing shortages is largely unfounded.






Conclusions

Since 2005, federal law has viewed housestaff pay as the same as pay for other hospital employees and taxes it accordingly. To be fair, the considerations that guide other employee compensation should be followed for housestaff.









Commentary

Morris et al raise the interesting question of fair pay for housestaff, who, depending on the discipline, have markedly different jobs and hours worked yet receive the same pay. They suggest that resident pay is unfair and should be based on the number of hours worked. Their proposal suggests that trainees be compensated in 3 tiers based on the hours worked per week with the intervals of less than 50 hours, 50 to 65 hours, and greater than 65 hours with a predetermined hourly rate. In addition, home call would be compensated by an additional hourly stipend. Although this compensation plan levels the playing field and addresses inequities in pay for hours worked, several issues should be thoroughly examined because unintended consequences are sure to arise. First, pay for home call opens the door for presumed hourly compensation for other duties that may be deemed outside the usual duties of patient care and education. Would participation on a quality committee come with additional pay? In addition, would home study be a criterion for pay? Second, for young trainees, who are often debt-laden, an hourly rate would invite the perverse incentive of working longer hours merely for pay that is needed to pay the bills at home. Finally, and importantly, medicine and surgery are professions that have a long tradition of service and duty that supersede compensation. As surgeons, we are committed to our patients' well-being regardless of whether we are called in during off-hours, and compensation for this commitment is irrelevant.
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Abstract

Background


After the death of Libby Zion in a New York emergency department in 1984, measures were taken to improve patient safety by reducing medical errors related to fatigued residents and poor supervision. Resident fatigue was cited as less important than inadequate supervision in this case, but the first changes were to restrict work hours. After a decade of duty-hour reforms, evidence shows that most residents get a bit more sleep but patient care is not safer and outcomes have not improved. Changes in supervision are now proposed but before they are enacted, careful analysis of their value and the potential for increasing patient safety while maintaining the growth of medical trainees in terms of autonomy must be undertaken.



Proposed Changes

Increasingly, residents must discuss all newly admitted patients with their attending physicians at night. Intensive care units (ICUs) are being staffed with more supervisors, including nighttime intensivists. Evidence supporting these changes is lacking, with some reports noting no change in outcomes. Newer resident-training approaches may not improve patient safety, and questions arise about how training models that reduce the opportunities for autonomous decision making will affect the quality of care of future patients. Organizations that regulate training programs should allow and promote assessments of various models of graded autonomy, especially at night, rather than set a single rigid standard without supporting evidence.

When physicians become independent practitioners, they are expected to function competently and without supervision. The term core competencies reflects a change in the curriculum from imparting and testing residents on a specific knowledge base to promoting expertise in the functions and attributes characteristic of independent physicians. Attending physicians assess “educational milestones” or the attainment of core competencies defined by accrediting bodies. Other terms used in regard to this new approach include entrustable professional activities and statements of awarded responsibility. These reflect the goal of translating theory into practice.

Another change seen in autonomous physicians is the expectation that they will simultaneously provide trainees with appropriate supervision and autonomy. Most residents resent close supervision and believe their autonomy is compromised by having an intensivist looking over their shoulders. Accrediting institutions and regulators should permit and encourage experimentation with various supervisory strategies to determine the most effective approach. Studies comparing the various approaches and the varying degrees of autonomy allowed would provide high-quality evidence to guide the development of more effective training programs. Both long-term and short-term studies are needed. Among the outcomes to be determined are accuracy of residents' initial diagnoses compared to those of the attending physician; physicians' evaluations of the likelihood residents will become excellent doctors; and number of independent, consequential decisions made by physicians during residency.






Issues

The cost of increased supervision must be determined and compared to the effect on patient safety to determine the most efficient means of improving outcomes. Among the cost considerations should be the opportunity cost of using the attending physicians to supervise residents rather than provide more services to patients. Both quality of life and risk of burnout should also be assessed in relation to a heavier load of resident supervision.






Conclusions

It is unsafe to require overly tired trainee physicians to make decisions independently for serious ill patients, but just getting more rest has not provided better outcomes. Studies of resident-training models are needed to determine the best way to train physicians without imposing supervision that will stifle their growth into mature, independent, successful physicians.









Commentary

More than a decade ago, surgical training underwent major restructuring with the implementation of duty-hour regulations. The changes in duty hours have been controversial and have generated robust discussion in the literature about the consequences, both intended and unintended. Now, 11 years later, it is clear that duty-hour restrictions have neither improved care nor have they generated a resident workforce that is substantially more rested. With accumulating evidence that duty-hour restrictions did not improve patient care, regulatory bodies have implemented new rules regarding resident supervision. These new regulations essentially mandate that a supervising faculty member be immediately available for consultation and review of clinical details. Not unexpectedly, these changes have dramatically reduced trainee autonomy. Neither the trainee nor the faculty accepts these changes as universally sound for the advancement of education and training. Importantly, increased supervision has the intended consequence of loss of autonomy, but too often an unintended consequence is the lack of engagement of the trainee. If residents must review all the clinical data with a supervisor, they may not fully interpret the clinical data and make an informed decision for which they are responsible. The abdication of responsibility to the attending physician is associated with a high cost to the trainee and, more important, to future patients. When will the trainees learn to make the difficult decisions if they experience loss of autonomy during their training? Is it advantageous to have them make these potentially life-altering decisions when they have no supervision? We should rethink resident training such that we have structured independent decision making and the trainees receive important feedback on autonomous care of patients.
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Abstract

Background


Concerns regarding preparation of residents for independent surgical practice are widespread and support for junior surgeons entering practice is variable across institutions and practices. The American College of Surgeons (ACS) Division of Education partnered with the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) to convene a National Invitational Conference to define key issues relating to the transition to practice and develop recommendations to address various challenges.



Outcomes of the National Invitational Conference

Leaders from ACS, ACGME, certifying boards, residency review committees, program director organizations, and professional societies representing the breadth of surgical specialties, along with other key stakeholders, were invited to participate in the 1.5-day conference in July 2012. Key recommendations generated during the conference included the need to focus on the transition to practice within the context of the continuum of professional development; definition of specific levels of knowledge and skills expected of graduating surgery residents; development and adoption of competency-based methods for training, assessment, and advancement of residents; implementation of special interventions during the chief resident year to prepare residents for practice; robust evaluations of residents before graduation; intake assessments of junior surgeons during the onboarding processes; and effective mentorship for junior surgeons as they enter practice. Recommendations also highlighted major regulatory, legal, and financial issues. The key role of ACS and other national organizations in implementing the recommendations was underscored.






Conclusion

The recommendations from the conference should be of great help in addressing various challenges associated with the transition from surgery residency to independent practice.









Commentary

Since the inception of duty-hours regulations, the loss of resident autonomy caused by billing criteria from payers, and decreased reimbursement that necessitated increased clinical productivity by supervising faculty, a widespread observation that surgical trainees are less prepared to practice independently has been promulgated. The broadcast of this observation has been so loud that numerous constituencies of surgical training have taken notice and responded with a call to action. A major response to this supposition was the National Invitational Conference organized by the American College of Surgeons and the Accreditation Council on Graduate Medical Education. Here, Sachdeva et al report the findings of this conference in which education thought leaders gathered for 1.5 days to exchange ideas about theoretic and operational ways to enhance the autonomy and function of graduating surgical residents. This masterful, comprehensive publication details many approaches to improving surgical education, and this work is a must read for all surgical educators. However, this work must be placed in temporal context. The report was written in the framework of a fee-for-service surgical business model that drives patient care delivery. How will we train surgical residents in a new model of care that emphasizes surgery as a valuable resource that is to be used nearly exclusively when its benefits clearly outdistance other treatments? This article offers numerous strategies for improving surgical training, and it certainly addresses necessary competencies. Three major factors that need to be placed in the context of new models of surgical care delivery are (1) the necessity for patient-centered care and quality outcomes, (2) the mandate that health care delivery occurs through teamwork, (3) and the obligation for lifelong learning. These 3 factors must take center stage in the education of surgical trainees. All actions must be geared toward patient outcomes, and surgeons not only must be integrated in teams, but they must lead health care units that put the patient outcome as the top priority. Finally, all surgeons must commit to lifelong training, and it is the responsibility of our certifying bodies to ensure the public that we, as a surgical community, are committed to lifelong betterment of surgical care.
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Abstract

Background


Surgical outcomes can be altered by the surgeon's skill. Unfortunately skill levels can vary significantly between surgeons. Among the possible new approaches to improving individual performance is one-on-one coaching. The definition of coaching and characteristics of an effective coach and coaching program were outlined.



Definitions

Coaching is defined as a cooperative process involving a coach and coachee in which the coach provides objective, constructive instruction to help the coachee expand and apply specific skills, knowledge, and abilities. In surgery, coaching focuses on improving and refining the surgeon's existing skills, empowering the surgeon to become an agent of change, and applying the results throughout the surgeon's career.






Characteristics

Effective coaches should demonstrate strong interpersonal skills such as effective communication that emphasizes active and engaged listening, encouragement, and challenges for the coachee. Coaches should also be highly respected in their field, which is useful in building rapport with and gaining the appreciation of the coachee. The coach should be able to recognize the individual surgeon's ability and experience, build rapport and trust, and work with him or her to define the appropriate goals and develop strategies for working toward them.

The coaching program begins with setting goals, then it provides encouragement and motivation and guides the surgeon toward enhancements of the appropriate skills. Some programs may be focused on transitioning the surgeon to independent practice but often they will involve peer coaching. The three domains targeted for performance improvement are technical skill, cognitive skill, and nontechnical skill. These interrelated domains are addressed as appropriate to optimize components that are controllable, such as whether the coaching should be done by a video review or live interaoperative instruction, peer versus expert coaching, and the setting from which coaches and surgeons are identified. The advantages and disadvantages of each must be considered. Other components of the program that can be of importance are the coachee's experience, skill level, disposition, and interpersonal skills and the types of operations, practice settings, and system characteristics in which the surgeon works.






Conclusions

Increasingly the focus in health care is on improving the quality and safety of care and developing practical continuing education offerings. The American Board of Surgery has included lifelong learning and self-assessment and the evaluation of performance in practice in its requirements for the Maintenance of Certification. Surgeons who want to improve their performance may benefit from the use of a coach to meet these requirements.









Commentary

Lifelong learning is a basic tenet of high-quality surgical care. Surgeons must continue to evolve their knowledge, psychomotor skill set, and decision-making ability throughout their career. In decades past, it was assumed that practitioners would accomplish these tasks independently, but as the availability of information rapidly proliferated, the need for clinical productivity increased, technological advances burgeoned, and the demands of nonclinical activities increased, career development became overwhelming and perhaps burdensome. This is true generally, not only for surgical specialties, and thus, academic centers experienced the creation of faculty development programs as guides to orderly and carefully planned career progression. Although these faculty development programs are useful, they were developed for faculty of diverse disciplines and therefore offer general advice and guidelines. Out of the need for specific development and instruction arose coaching. For the surgeon, coaching may be related to technical skills, cognitive development, or possibly enhanced communication skills. Greenberg et al nicely describe an approach to coaching and carefully discuss the benefits of such a program. Even though their approach is clearly appropriate, one wonders why a coach is necessary when a surgical chairman or division or section chief should already be leading these efforts. The description of a coach lists the attributes of a good surgical chief or mentor. In addition, although individual coaching may be necessary, surgery is now clearly a “team sport,” so should coaching not occur in the context of a team? The benefits of coaching are undeniable, but likely a coaching program should be developed within the organizational matrix of a surgical department, division or unit, and the program should be address the needs of all, including the coach. As a surgical community, we are only at the basecamp of ensuring the public of our continued professional development and investment in improved outcomes.
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