What is Professionalism?


In our view, Roger Neighbour’s comment that ‘professional training is not a process of force-feeding with knowledge and skills….. [but] involves setting [these] in the context of a coherent set of values and beliefs’,2 highlights the importance that practitioner tutors can play in setting that context.   In our experience, attempts to formalise and teach professionalism in a predictable and structured way often result in trainees engaging in superficial learning rather than truly testing their espoused personal and professional values. For example, students are told about ethical codes of conduct and perhaps are asked to consider their application in case studies, but the reality of practice requires practitioners to test their professional character when asked to make difficult choices often with incomplete information and under resource constraints.

Learning in professional practice is messy and haphazard with the result that most trainees need prompts to maximise the opportunities to develop their professional character that present during their everyday work experiences.  We suggest that trainers play a crucial role in developing the professional character of trainees. By asking the ‘right’ question at particular points, they can directly influence individual trainees’ awareness of and ability to maximise their learning from their work-based experiences and probe and develop their professional character. For example, taking the core values of professionalism described by George et al3 listed in bold below, trainers can explore individual student’s application of them by asking questions that open up a constructive dialogue.
The Core Values of Professionalism (after George)

1. Altruism: what criteria did you apply when you made that choice?

2. Accountability: what benchmarks did you consider when you made that decision?

3. Excellence: in what ways could you have enhanced the care you offered?

4. Duty to service: where did you think your personal agenda overrode the needs of your patient?

5. Integrity: what weighting did you give to the various conflicts that arose?

6. Respect: what aspects of the patient’s perspective did you consider to be important?

7. Empathy: how well do you feel you were able to relate to the patient’s concerns?

8. Compassion: why did you feel that the patient felt he/she could trust you?

9. Lifelong learning: how do you think this specific experience will change the way that you work in the future?

By asking these types of questions, it is possible for trainers to probe the trainee’s personal values and their synergy with those of their chosen profession. Not only does this allow a formal discussion of such often undisclosed tensions, it helps to show the trainee how experienced practitioners interpret and apply them and their rationale for choosing between them. This helps the trainees develop confidence in their own judgement in the  grey areas of real life.
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