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Surgical teamwork through the junior lens: A qualitative study of surgical residents and 
registrars perspectives on surgical teamwork.

INTRODUCTION:
Achieving effective teamwork in a surgical unit is often dependent upon the junior surgical team. 
However no published research explores surgical resident and registrar perspectives on what makes a 
‘successful’ surgical team. Whilst RACS lists collaboration and teamwork as an essential competency, 
achieving this requires an understanding of the junior perspectives regarding the attributes of the 
‘successful’ surgical team. Our study aims to illustrate these perspectives and explore barriers for 
success.

METHODs:
A qualitative research approach was utilised employing reflexive thematic analysis. Using semi-structured 
interviews 10 surgical residents and 10 SET registrars across 8 surgical specialties were interviewed. Mean 
interview duration was 19.6 minutes.

RESULTS:
We identified 3 themes constituting the successful surgical team: Collaboration: Ensuring Everyone is 
‘on the same page’, Effective leadership ‘it starts at the top’ and When work does not feel like ‘Work’: 
A Happy Workplace. Barriers to improved teamwork were described including: Neglect of Non-
Technical Skills, Poor Rostering, Lack of Support, Poorly defined Expectations, Power Imbalances, Poor 
Interpersonal Relationships, and Bullying and Harassment. Residents and registrars described a diverse 
range of solutions to these barriers. Each theme and related subthemes are further explored with 
pertinent insightful quotations.

CONCLUSION:
While residents and registrar perspectives mostly align with themes underpinning the RACS teamwork and 
collaboration competency, multiple barriers to achieving this exist. Recognising issues regarding teamwork 
and potential solutions from the often undervalued junior perspective provides an opportunity to achieve 
optimal teamwork and collaboration across the surgical team. We propose a range of potential interventions 
that may assist in overcoming the existent barriers and believe that  achieving effective teamwork and 
collaboration amongst the junior members of the surgical team will improve workplace productivity, 
enjoyment and satisfaction at a time that is most pivotal in a junior’s career. As a consequence we believe our 
findings will improve the quality of care provided to surgical patients across the country. 
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