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“How am I going to make it through?” 
Exploring the adaptation experience of medical trainees  

who sought counselling supports during transition periods 
C. Hurst, S. Edwards, D. Martin, M. Ruetalo; University of Toronto  

Establishing Self-care 
“I’m going to the gym again” 

Problem-solving frequently led to solutions 
that involved re-engaging with earlier self-
care activities such as getting sufficient sleep 
and food, going back to the gym, meditation 
practices, yoga classes and reconnecting with 
close friends and family.

 Background:
A number of studies attest to the significant 
challenges experienced by trainees transitioning 
from preclinical studies to clerkship and from 
clerkship to first-year residency. However, there is 
a lack of literature exploring the two experiences 
from the perspective of trainees seeking counselling 
help. This qualitative study explored the transition 
experience of third-year clinical clerks and first-
year residents who made use of counselling 
supports at the Faculty of Medicine, University of 
Toronto between August 2008 and July 2011.

 Research Questions:
• What are the challenges described by third-

year clerks and first-year residents who sought 
counselling supports?

• How did trainees manage these challenges? 

• What are the similarities and differences 
among the challenges and changes described 
by each group?

 Methodology
• A thematic analysis of the case notes of 25 

third-year clerks and 27 first-year residents 
who attended counselling sessions between 
August 2008 and July 2011 at the Faculty 
of Medicine, University of Toronto.

• Case notes were examined for themes with 
emphasis on presenting states, challenges, 
and changes.

 Next Steps
We are currently conducting a follow-up study with first-year residents to further explore the adaptive features 
of trainee transition experiences. We hope the research findings will assist in the development of a psychological 
model of transition and additional skill-based interventions to support trainees during transitional periods.

The Office of Resident Wellness has developed a “Managing Change and Transitions” workshop‚ based on the findings 
of this research. The workshop has been taught to fourth-year clerks, residents and fellows, and will be offered to 
medical faculty in the spring of 2012 through the Centre for Faculty Development at the University of Toronto.

 Findings
Trainees who sought help were typically overwhelmed by a combination of training challenges and personal losses and conflicts. Most trainees progressed 
through a series of adaptive phases that began with feeling engulfed in distress and led to a more confident sense of self in relation to the transition process. 

Diminished Adaptation:  
 A Cluster of Doubt, Uncertainty and Anxious Distress

“I feel overwhelmed, out of control...”
In the early distress phase, trainees described feeling overwhelmed and 
caught up in an interrelated group of negative thoughts and emotions. 
They spoke of uncertainty, low self-confidence, high anxiety, low mood, 
low motivation, career uncertainty, fatigue and fears about competence. 

�

Thinking Things Through 
“I need new strategies for coping”

After reaching out for support and taking time 
to reflect on the multiple challenges they were 
facing, trainees were able to begin problem-
solving and planning a path forward.

� �

Experimenting with  
New Behaviours 

“I am trying to be more assertive...”
Once trainees established a better self-care 
routine, they began to feel more resourceful 
and hopeful. This led to considering 
experiments regarding new adaptive 
behaviours. Trainees actively reappraised 
their goals and expectations, set better 
boundaries in their personal and professional 
life, experimented with new communication 
behaviours, and tried out being more assertive 
in the learning environment.
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Firmer Ground 
“Work feels better, that’s reassuring” 

Trainees tended to gain confidence in their 
abilities as they risked new behaviours. 
As a result, a reinforcing positive phase of 
adaptation became more consolidated.

�


