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Pursuit of Professionalism:
Addressing Challenging Learners 



What are the characteristics 
of a professional?



Three Characteristics Define a Profession:
Justice Louis Brandeis

Body of knowledge that is owned by the profession; 
distinguished from mere skill.

Occupation pursued largely for others; financial return 
not the accepted measure of success. 

Obligation for self regulation.  (group regulation too)  



Intentionally 
Designed Systems

Professional 
Accountability

Hickson et al., Joint Commission Resources, 2012.
Talbot TR et al., Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol., 2013.
Cooper, et al., JAMA Surgery. 2017. Cooper, et al., JAMA Surgery, 2019.

Pursuing the Right Balance



1989 1993-1994 1995-2002

“Why are some 
doctors sued more 
than others?”

“We are still being 
sued; can you do 
something?”

RWJF funds 
development 
of PARS® 

CPPA Timeline

Hickson et al., JAMA, 1992. Entman et al., JAMA, 1994. Hickson et al., JAMA, 1994. Hickson et al.,  JAMA, 2002. Talbot TR et al., Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol., 2013. Webb et al., The Joint Commission Journal on Quality and Patient
Safety, 2016. Cooper, et al., JAMA Surgery. 2017. Cooper, et al., JAMA Surgery, 2019. Cooper, et al., BMJ Leader, 2021. Cooper WO, et al., Annals of Surgery 2022 (in press).

Since 2003 2013

“Can we learn from 
team member 
observations”? 
(CORSSM)

“Do PARS/CORS 
observations 
provide insight into 
outcomes of care?”

2016-2019 2020-Future

How do dysfunctional teams 
impact outcomes?
How do you support 
professionalism in a crisis?
Can we implement CORS for 
staff nurses and learners?
How do we identify clinicians 
at risk earlier?

“Can the tiered 
model be applied 
to support safety?”

“Saw it 
coming…”

1977

“What?!”



Case: Joe

• New Resident 
• With institution for 9 months
• Nurse reports:

“Called Dr. Joe about a change in a patient’s 
status…arrived 25 minutes later…briefly looked 
at the patient…rolled his eyes and said: ‘Patient 
is okay…You can handle this?…Right?...’”



How likely would this disturbance be…?

• Addressed/Reported
• Delivered to you in your 

program director role
• Shared with Dr. Joe 

within a week



*Includes surgical site infections, wound disruptions, and medical complications (e.g. pneumonia, embolism, stroke, MI, UTI)

Cooper, et al., JAMA Surgery. 
2017 & 2019 Cooper, et al., Annals of Surgery 2022

And if you personally need care:

Hickson et al., So Med J, 2007.
Moore et al, Vanderbilt Law Review, 2006.
Hickson et al., JAMA, 2002.

You are 20-30% more likely to have a surgical site infection*

You are 24-30% more likely to die if you require trauma care

Physicians who model disrespect account for:
50-70% of your organization’s malpractice claims experience and cost

You are 20-40% more likely to develop Sepsis



The Impact of Rudeness on Individual & Team Performance

Katz et al., BMJ, 2019. Riskin et al., Pediatrics, 2015.



Dr. Joe 
receives more 
reports…

“Dr. Joe entered the patient care area not wearing 
appropriate PPE.  A nurse colleague reminded…Dr. 
Joe replied:  “It’s okay I like the attention.”

“Dr. Joe called me back to the nursing station and 
stated: ‘You’re a nurse and should follow your 
scope of practice…do you know what that 
means!?…’”

“Dr. Joe refused to call his attending and referred to 
himself as the attending when communicating with 
another service about a concerning patient.”



85-90% of all professionals are associated 
with NO reports

Co-Worker Report Distribution

3% of professionals are 
associated with 44% of reports

Webb et al., The Joint Commission Journal on Quality and Patient Safety, 2016; 
Martinez et al. Journal of Patient Safety, 2018; Cooper et al. JAMA Surgery, 2019.
Webb et al., The Joint Commission Journal on Quality and Patient Safety, 2016; 
Martinez et al. Journal of Patient Safety, 2018; Cooper et al. JAMA Surgery, 2019.



Regarding Dr. Joe, are stories…random chance or a pattern?  



Pursuit of Accountability and Reliability Requires an Infrastructure

PEOPLE ORGANIZATION SYSTEMS
Committed 
Leadership
Project Champions
Implementation 
Teams

Clear Goals and 
Values
Policies and 
Procedures
Sufficient Resources
Tiered Intervention 
Models

Tools, Data and 
Metrics
Reliable Review 
Process
Training

Hickson et al., Joint Commission Resources, 2012.



Promoting Professionalism Pyramid

Level 3
“Disciplinary” Intervention

Level 2
“Guided” Intervention

By Authority

Level 1
“Awareness” Intervention

Informal 
“Cup of Coffee”

No
change

Pattern
persists

Apparent pattern

Single concern
(merit?)

Majority of professionals (provide routine feedback)

Mandated reviewsMandated

Adapted from: Hickson GB, Pichert JW, Webb LE, Gabbe SG. A complementary approach to promoting professionalism: Identifying, measuring, and addressing unprofessional behaviors. Acad. Med. 2007 Nov;82(11):1040-1048.

Messenger Dr. Joe 

Tiered Intervention Models

Project Champions

Training

Implementation Teams

“Dr. Joe rolled his eyes 
and said: ‘Patient is 
okay…You can handle 
this?…Right?...’”



CPPA Experience

Depart Unimproved

191 | 0.19%

93,050 Professionals in the

CORS National database

102,744 Physicians in the

PARS National database

Depart Unimproved

19 | 0.02%

Training



CPPA Experience…Trainees

10,166 Trainees in the
CORS National database

CORS



Consider 
infrastructure…What are 
the barriers a program 
director might face?



Residency and Early Career Professionalism

Residency Milestones Early Career PARS



Resident Professionalism Milestones and PARS 

Unpublished data 2022

• 9,343 residents from ACGME 
training programs to PARS sites

• Penultimate Milestones Rating for 
Professionalism/Communication

• Compared novice to expert

• Year 1 PARS scores
Novice/Beginner Competent Proficient Expert



Identification of Reports Requiring Investigation 

Thoughtful Review

Address Routinely

Investigation & 
Resolution 

Committed Leadership

Sufficient Resources

Reliable Review Process

“Dr. Joe got upset…grabbed 
and pulled the nurse away 
from the patient…” 



Created a Huddle Process
Committed Leadership

Reliable Review Process

Policies and Procedures

Risk

HR

Service Chief

Medical Staff

Nurse Admin

Prof Committee

1. Purpose: Does the report warrant
investigation and by what office? 

2. Who is accountable for follow up and 
when? 

3. Who notifies the local leader?
4. Are there concerns about:

a. The reported individual and their ability 
to continue to work today; 

b. The reporter and team’s wellbeing;
c. The patient



Level 3
“Disciplinary” Intervention

Level 2
“Guided” Intervention

By Authority

Level 1
“Awareness” Intervention

Informal 
“Cup of Coffee”

No
change

Pattern
persists

Apparent pattern

Single concern
(merit?)

Majority of professionals
(provide routine feedback)

Mandated reviewsMandated

Promoting Professionalism Pyramid

Adapted from: Hickson GB, Pichert JW, Webb LE, Gabbe SG. A complementary approach to promoting professionalism: Identifying, measuring, and addressing unprofessional behaviors. Acad. Med. 2007 Nov;82(11):1040-1048.

Leader Dr. Joe



Best Practices to Support the Non-Responder

Design Game Plan

Determine Policies and Procedures

Understand Professionalism Standards

Engage Leaders (including end around strategy)

Identify Wellness Resources

Access to System and Individual Data

Plan for Refusal to Cooperate

Adapted from CPPA Roundtable, October 2017 https://ww2.mc.vanderbilt.edu/cppa/45373

Sufficient Resources

Committed Leadership

Policies and Procedures

Training

Tools, Data and Metrics



If all infrastructure 
barriers are removed, 
anything else holding us 
back?



Thank you

Let Us Hear Your Comments and Questions
Or visit: vumc.org/patient-professional-advocacy



26

My Mentor belittled 
the patients and their 

families

My Mentor 
blamed the 

staff…

My Mentor 
was

respectful

Martinez et al. Speaking up about traditional and 
professionalism-related patient safety threats: a 
national survey of interns and residents, 2017



Reports identified for investigation?

Reports eligible for investigation? 

2,409

CORSSM

7.3%

2017 - 2022

n = 33,000



Individual Reporters
1CORS reports only counted that were sent to messengers from CPPA
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FY19 VUMC CORS Reporters
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