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Medical school teaches an algorithmic approach 
to decision-making and stresses the importance of  
corroborating evidence in choosing a final diagnosis 
or treatment plan. However, emergency medicine is 
a fantastic swirling pot of  people and split-second 
interactions. In this fast-paced world you have to 
learn to make decisions quickly. Emergency medi-

cine means using your education, experience, and intuition to make 
hundreds of  decisions every day.   

As residents, we seek the key that will unlock the door to excellence 
in EM. The art of  this specialty lies in cultivating rapid cognition and 
learning to trust your ability to make a decision quickly under stress. 
You must be able to select a course of  action, but at the same time 
be adaptable, given the bombardment of  new data to be processed. 
Initially we are taught the simple choice of  “sick or not sick” when 
evaluating a patient. This is often not a long, drawn out process — or 
even one that requires conscious analysis. It is rapid cognition and 
one of  the fundamental skills of  our specialty. From there we advance, 
learning to gather the data we need to make a disposition and plan. As 
we progress through our training and careers, this skill becomes fine-
tuned into the ability to walk into a room and predict the ED course of  a 
patient in the blink of  an eye. 

Residency is the time to nurture and cultivate this talent. Early in our 
training we are open, without significant bias or experience in medical 
care. This is the time to immerse ourselves in every opportunity and 
see every patient, to gather as much information and experience as we 
can. We have to be aggressive learners, proactive in getting anyone 
and everyone we can to teach us. Develop your rapid thinking skills and 
your intuition, because those connections are formed during residency, 
and develop good habits and a strong base for your assessments to 
stand on. 

Malcom Gladwell, in his book Blink, lays it out perfectly. When arriving 
at nearly instant conclusions our mind rapidly bounces around, and 
in those seconds the decisions we reach can be really powerful and 
important. When aware of  this we can fine-tune these skills. We can 
start to refine the “gut instinct” that is actually the amazing power of  our 
brains, rapidly sorting all our experiences to give us an answer. Listen 
to your instinct, it is one of  the most powerful skills you have.  

Residency is also the time to challenge and test that inner voice. You 
have to evaluate all your decisions while the safety net is there. This pro-
cess should not be molding yourself  to each attending’s personal style, 
but learning your own. You have to integrate many practice character-
istics, so that you can develop the critical thinking skills you will need to 
survive when you are out of  training. 

As a young resident, I really appreciate the growth my intern year gave 
me. I watched my colleagues develop the ability to reach sophisticated 
solutions rapidly. This is a skill that comes naturally to us all. With the 
new academic year, remain vigilant in this process and be a passionate 
learner.  As a good friend of  mine often says, “Stand on your laurels but 
don’t rest on them.”  ■ 
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AAEM/RSA has organized some free resources 
that will help you as you go forward with you 
career in emergency medicine. 

Helpful Documents for Students 
•	 How to Ace Your Emergency Medicine Residency Interview
•	 Online Emergency Medicine Resources for Medical Students and 

Residents

Helpful Documents for Residents 
•	 The “Perfect” Job: What to Look For — And Watch Out For — In a 

Future Employer
•	 Types of  Practice Opportunities in Emergency Medicine
•	 Senior Timeline
•	 Sample Interview Questions
•	 The Business of  Emergency Medicine - Part 1: From Care to 

Compensation
•	 Key Contract Issues for Emergency Physicians

Visit www.aaemrsa.org/resources, to access these helpful 
documents and much more!

Helpful Documents 
to Navigate Your 
Career! 


