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I recently had a big birthday, one that allows me to have a free
London bus pass. This milestone has caused me to reflect on
my long career, particularly my work with the NHS.
I’ve mentioned before that I started working in the NHS at 14.
Initially I worked on Saturdays in a local pharmacy before
becoming the Saturday morning receptionist at my father’s
singlehanded general practice. To spare you the maths, I’ve now
been involved with the NHS for 46 years—a long time by
anyone’s standards. I want to continue to work and have no
intention of hanging up my stethoscope, although I’m grateful
to my partners that I’ll no longer have to do out-of-hours work.
There have, of course, been difficult times over the years, when
I’ve been burnt out—depressed even—and needed to take time
out from frontline clinical practice. But, overall, I’ve enjoyed
each day and feel grateful for having had such a valuable and
enriching career.
I’ve been lucky. Over the course of my career I’ve mostly been
able to have autonomy in my working life. I’ve also had a deep
sense of belonging to the various teams I’ve worked with, and
I’ve generally felt competent in the jobs I’ve done. Autonomy,
belonging, and competence (ABC) are the three prerequisites
for wellbeing identified by Michael West in his excellent recent
publication Caring for Doctors, Caring for Patients.1 2 This
independent report was commissioned by the General Medical
Council in response to the crisis of wellbeing and poor mental
health among NHS doctors.
West’s report is long but worth reading. Autonomy is the need
to have control over our working lives and to be able to act

consistently with our work and life values. Belonging, a
universal human need, is the desire to be connected and cared
for and to feel valued, respected, and supported. Competence
is not just having the paper qualifications but feeling confident
in what we do and in being able to deliver the outcomes we
were trained to.
I really hope that the recommendations in West’s report are
implemented. If so, they’ll go a long way to tackling the
problems we have with recruitment and, more importantly,
retention. They would also improve wellbeing and motivation
at work and minimise workplace stress.
Today’s doctors deserve to work in an environment that doesn’t
make them sick. Moreover, they have a right not just to survive
in their work but to thrive, as I have. Policy makers and
politicians now have an ethical and moral responsibility to make
the NHS the best place in the world to work.
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