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 Ten thousand hours for high performance 

Jorge Sánchez Lander* 

“One does not attain enlightenment fantasizing about the light, but by making the darkness conscious”. 

Carl Gustav Jung 

 

“Success is talent plus preparation”.  Thus, Malcolm Gladwell, who is defined as a writer, 

journalist, critic and cultural agitator, starts its interesting planning on how to develop the skill of a 

master in any field. In his book, Outliers: The Story of Success, published in 2008 this prestigious 

British speaker returns to insist on the subject of practice as a key element in the achievement of 

learning objectives1. While acknowledging, as it is almost general consensus, that innate talent 

exists and is decisive, it is considered that Western culture has overestimated its importance at the 

expense of the disciplined and persistent practice. Citing the study of K. Anders Ericcson, in the 

1990s, with violinists of the Academy of music in Berlin concluded that interpreters who had 

joined, at the age of twenty years, a total of 10,000 hours of practice had become violinists of high 

performance. On the other hand those students who had attained an average preparation, ranged 

between four thousand and eight thousand hours. This analysis was repeated among students of 

piano and the result: 10,000 hours of practice was the time that differed between a true virtuoso 

and an average performer. Ten thousand hours, for earlier cited studies were accomplished in ten 

years, at a rate of about twenty hours a week of trial.  

Atul Gawande in his book Complication: young surgeon's notes on an imperfect science2, tells us 

how the Shouldice Hospital in Toronto, Canada, at the beginning of the 1990s, was the best 

example of high performance in a surgery unit, based in practice, standardization and 

implementation of a procedure repeatedly. This working group, dedicated to the care of hernia 

defects in the abdominal wall reached rates of recurrences as low, with his technique, which were 

the subject of many studies. Traditionally rates of recurrence in the repair of hernia defects 

reached 15% and surgeons at Shouldice Hospital only reported a recurrence rate of just 1%, still 

low when compared with 2.5% of failure with the current use of polypropylene mesh.  As 

Gawande said, for that moment, there was not a better place in the world to repair a hernia that 
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Shouldice Hospital. The secret? : each surgeon performed between 600 and 800 hernia  

reparations in a year, perhaps twice the figure achieved a surgeon in a lifetime of exercise. In a 

matter of five to seven years each physician of the clinic achieved their ten thousand hours. But, 

there are two aspects that must be highlighted, it was the only procedure performed and more 

than half were not surgeons, but specialists in other areas such as obstetrics, gastroenterology, 

etc. While the Hernia Factory, as it was called the Shouldice Hospital, is a completely atypical case, 

is another example of the importance of the practice in a sustained way. 

If we take this as valid model, for example the training of subspecialists in Gynecology Oncology in 

the Instituto de Oncología Luis Razetti in Caracas requires a postgraduate program in general 

surgery and surgical oncology with a duration of three years each, plus the subspecialization 

course of two-year. That is, eight years of training, which added to the six years at the school of 

medicine, total 14 years, something quietly more than the time required to train a great concert 

pianist.  Even with that extensive training time, only after two more years of exercise in a specialty 

will have completed 10,000 hours of practice. The training of specialists in the surgical field is one 

of the most important challenges in the world of medicine. The level of perfection and excellence 

that is required is undoubtedly high. This goal requires not only training in areas of theoretical 

knowledge, clinical exercise and research, but in the achievement and maintenance of surgical 

skills.  So for surgical specialist training program to achieve a level of excellence must not only 

comply with the accustomed long periods for emergency and elective surgical activity, but it must 

be also promoted a program of experimental surgery. Reach skills thanks to practice on animals, 

inanimate or even virtual models, is increasingly necessary. Every Surgical Department of our 

hospitals should have a laboratory of experimental surgery that meets those functions. The use of 

devices for example of laparoscopy in disuse in simulation models is one of the most widespread 

alternatives. Today the development of eye-hand coordination, one of the more complex 

psychomotor activities in laparoscopic, is possible through the use of a relatively simple system of 

video in an acrylic box or through video games. Achieve that surgeons in training meet at least 10 

hours of weekly simulation during its training could be sufficient to develop skills in intracorporeal 

sutures, simulation of anastomosis, dissection, etc.  

As part of my training as a surgeon, I remember our well-endowed, by the end of the 1980s, 

Instituto de Cirugía Experimental (UCV), the modern surgical laboratory of the Hospital 

Universitario Virgen de la Arrixaca at Murcia, Spain, and in a recent workout, the Centro 

Oncologico Fiorentino in Italy, one of the most advanced in Europe in terms of Hysteroscopy.  All 

with a superb infrastructure, mission and endowment.  

But it is worth mentioning the modest surgical laboratory in the Servicio de Cirugía 3 del Hospital 

Universitario de Caracas, installed by the Drs. Alexis Sanchez, Renata Sánchez, Omaira Rodríguez 

and the residents of General Surgery. When I visited it, just less than two years ago, they worked 

in a small space, with a video system with a very economical camera and the most interesting 

disembodied laparoscopic instruments and rubber tubes, sponges, sutures debris, etc. A true 

example of perseverance and wonderful inventiveness, in the midst of one of the greyest periods 

of Venezuelan medicine. The pursuit of excellence is an attitude and requires not only our 
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students to achieve, in addition to their theoretical assistance program, those 10,000 hours of 

practice, need also to reformulate the education systems in surgery through a clear, wide vision 

and with much creativity.  

*Servicio de Ginecología Oncológica, Instituto de Oncología Luis Razetti y Clínica Santa Sofía, Caracas, Venezuela.  
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