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“A long overdue 
guide, telling 
patients and the 
public what they 
need to know 
about doctors in 
training.”
Professor Sir Neil Douglas 
Chairman, Academy of Medical  
Royal Colleges 
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Foreword Doctors in training have always 
played a crucial role in the NHS. 
They join the NHS after university 
and begin the long journey to 
becoming GPs, consultants or 
specialty doctors. They learn 
by treating patients as well as 
from formal education. Without 
these doctors in training, the NHS 
would collapse. 

In recent years, doctors’ roles 
and training have changed 
to improve the quality of care 
they provide. However, some 
patients tell us that they do not 
understand the training path for 
doctors or what doctors’ new job 
titles mean. 

Patients tell us that they are 
happy to be treated by doctors 
in training but want reassurance 
that doctors are appropriately 
trained and supervised. This 
guide sets out what patients 
and the public need to know 
about doctors in training. It 
explains how trainee doctors 
start by undertaking a five year 
degree, followed by a two-year 
Foundation Progamme before 
moving into specialty training. 
It also gives some information 
about their job titles and what 
these mean in practical terms.
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Finally, we outline the active 
role that the public and 
patients can play in educating 
doctors. Doctors in training can 
learn much from sharing about 
a patient’s own experience 
of healthcare. We want you to 
share your views about what 
doctors should be taught 
during their training and have 
suggested practical ways to 
get involved. I look forward to 
hearing from you.

Professor Sir Neil Douglas 
Chairman, Academy of Medical 
Royal Colleges 
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A few key facts 
about doctors 
in training

There are around 50,000 doctors in the NHS working towards 
a higher qualification in a medical specialty or towards 
becoming a consultant

They are employed to treat patients, learning from this 
experience as well as on formal courses

All doctors in training work in teams with senior doctors who 
manage and supervise their work 

Doctors in training may be known by a number of titles such as 
foundation doctor or junior doctor
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Patients tell us that they want to know who is treating them but they 
are unsure of how doctors are trained, what qualifications they have 
and what their job titles mean.

Patients want to know who is treating them:

“I’ve seen a number of trainee doctors in my GP surgery. 
Sometimes the trainee is listening to the GP and sometimes the 
other way round. I always prefer it when the receptionist lets 
me know in advance and asks if I am happy to have the trainee 
there. That gives me a chance to say no if I feel I want to.”

Female patient, London

Who is treating me?
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Doctors in 
training: who 
you might meet

NHS patients are treated by 
doctors at different levels of 
training. Here are some basic 
facts to help explain the different 
stages of medical education 
and how doctors in training are 
supervised. 

Foundation doctors

• �The first step after university 
for doctors is a two-year 
Foundation Programme, 
working in different medical 
specialities under supervision 
of senior doctors to gain 
practical experience and skills.

• �Satisfactory completion of 
the first year allows a doctor 
to apply to be added to the 
GMC Register. Satisfactory 
completion of the second year 
of the Foundation Programme 
results in the award of the 
Foundation Achievement of 
Competence Document. 

• �Typical titles are junior doctor, 
foundation doctor, F1 or F2. 
A junior doctor is any doctor 
who has completed medical 
school and is in training to be a 
consultant.

At the end of two years, 
foundation doctors decide 
whether to enter a specialist area 
of medicine, such as surgery or 
psychiatry, or to train as a GP. At 
the point of entering training they 
become registrars.

Specialty registrars (SpR)

• �After the Foundation 
Programme, doctors enter 
specialty or GP training.

• �They spend between three 
and eight years, depending on 
the specialty,  completing this 
training to become either a GP 
or consultant. This may take 
longer if the doctor takes time 
out from training to do research 
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or have a family. Many doctors 
also choose to work part-time.

• �As they progress through 
their training they gain more 
experience, knowledge and 
competence. 

• �As they progress through 
their training they gain more 
experience, knowledge and 
competence. 

• �Registrars work in a specialist 
area, such as obstetrics or 
surgery or anaesthetics.

• �They look after patients 
in clinics and perform 
procedures under the 
supervision of other senior 
doctors and consultants, 
increasing their knowledge 
and skills.

• �Specialty registrars who 
successfully complete their 
training can apply to become  
a GP or a consultant.

• �Although typically these 
doctors are known as 
registrars, you may also see 
titles such as SpR1,SpR2,SpR3 
etc or StR1, 2, 3 etc where the 
number shows their years 
spent in specialty training.

Consultant

GP
Specialty registrar  
3 - 8 years training

Foundation doctor 
2 year programme

Specialty doctor
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Specialty doctors

• �Some doctors do not complete 
specialty training but can still 
work as specialty doctors. 
They have a wide range of 
experience, and at least have 
four years of postgraduate 
training.

• �The specialty doctor title was 
introduced in 2008 to replace 
titles such as staff grade, 
clinical medical officer and 
hospital practitioner. You may 
still see these used.

• �In many cases, specialty 
doctors are very senior 
doctors. However, they will 
also be supervised and a 
consultant will have overall 
care of the patient.

Consultants

Consultants are doctors who 
are responsible for your care 
and are responsible for all other 
doctors who you may see on his 
or her behalf. This is for both a 
patient staying in hospital and 
for an outpatient. These doctors 
are on the GMC’s Specialist 
Register and have completed all 
necessary steps in their training 
to work unsupervised  
as specialists. 
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As doctors 
progress 
through training 
they gain more 
experience, 
knowledge  
and skill 
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“I think it is important that 
patients know when they are 
being treated by a trainee. 
I am very aware that the 
majority of patients have 
limited understanding of 
the titles used by doctors, 
other than consultant and 
GP.  I therefore tend to 
introduce myself as either a 
doctor / psychiatrist / higher 
trainee currently working 
with my consultant.  I would 
advise new trainees to try 
to emphasise that they are 
both a qualified doctor 
and a trainee.  I think this is 
difficult to do as I suspect 
that patients often think 
that these are not mutually 
compatible.  The term ‘junior 
doctor’ is often helpful for 
patients as it captures both 

elements. However, there 
is a lot of difference in 
competency and experience 
between a first year trainee 
and a final year trainee and 
it is important to put the title 
into context.  
I also think that it is 
important to emphasise that 
there is a senior doctor  
supervising the care.”

Doctor in training (SpR in Child & 
Adolescent Forensic Psychiatry)
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Patients tell us that they are 
happy to be seen by a doctor 
in training but that they want to 
know about the doctor’s level of 
training and experience. They 
also tell us that doctors who 
explain their level of training, 
experience, competence and 
supervision are able to put them 
at ease. However, when doctors 
do not take the time to explain, 
patients say that they feel unable 
to ask questions. 

There is guidance for doctors 
on how they should introduce 
themselves and explain their 
level of training to a patient when 
examining or treating them. The 
doctor should check that each 
patient is happy with the situation 
and can answer any questions 
the patient may have about their 
doctor’s training and experience. 

In your discussions with your 
doctor, it is possible to ask them:  

• �What is your job title?

• �Where are you in your training 
programme?

• �How are you supervised? 

If you are not happy to see a 
doctor in training and wish to 
see the supervising doctor with 
more experience, this should be 
arranged for you although it may 
take some time.

 previous | next | contents | print | exit





http://www.aomrc.org.uk/members.htm
http://www.aomrc.org.uk/members.htm
http://www.gmc-uk.org/about/community.asp
http://www.gmc-uk.org/about/community.asp
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_111648
http://www.nhs.uk/NHSEngland/links/healthcareproviders/Pages/poweroflinks.aspx
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_111648
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_111648
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Managingyourorganisation/PatientAndPublicinvolvement/DH_076366


http://www.pmetb.org.uk/
http://www.gmc-uk.org/
http://www.gmc-uk.org/
http://www.aomrc.org.uk/
http://www.pmetb.org.uk/index.php?id=stateofpmet
http://www.pmetb.org.uk/index.php?id=3764&textsize=clas%3Dinternal%23c918
http://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/news/news.asp?PR_id=406
http://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/news/news.asp?PR_id=406
http://www.bma.org.uk/careers/medical_education/roleofthepatient.jsp
http://www.pmetb.org.uk/

	Foreword
	A few key facts about doctors in training
	Patients want to know who is treating them
	Doctors in training: who you might meet
	Finding out about the doctor treating you
	How to get involved in training 
	About this guide
	Contents

	Button 29: 
	Button 30: 
	Button 1: 
	Button 2: 
	Button 3: 
	Button 4: 
	Button 5: 
	Button 6: 
	Button 7: 
	Button 33: 
	Button 34: 
	Button 36: 
	Button 37: 
	Button 38: 
	Button 39: 
	Button 40: 
	Button 41: 
	Button 81: 
	Button 82: 
	Button 83: 
	Button 45: 
	Button 46: 
	Button 47: 
	Button 48: 
	Button 49: 
	Button 50: 
	Button 8: 
	Button 51: 
	Button 52: 
	Button 53: 
	Button 54: 
	Button 55: 
	Button 56: 
	Button 57: 
	Button 58: 
	Button 59: 
	Button 84: 
	Button 85: 
	Button 86: 
	Button 63: 
	Button 64: 
	Button 65: 
	Button 66: 
	Button 67: 
	Button 68: 
	Button 69: 
	Button 70: 
	Button 71: 
	Button 72: 
	Button 73: 
	Button 74: 
	Button 9: 
	Button 11: 
	Button 13: 
	Button 14: 
	Button 15: 
	Button 16: 
	Button 17: 
	Button 12: 
	Button 10: 
	Button 75: 
	Button 76: 
	Button 77: 
	Button 18: 
	Button 19: 
	Button 20: 
	Button 21: 
	Button 22: 
	Button 23: 
	Button 26: 
	Button 27: 
	Button 24: 
	Button 25: 
	Button 78: 
	Button 80: 


