Acute Medicine Nurse Careers

Introduction
My name is Hannah Hegarty and I am a senior sister working in Acute Medicine. I have worked within the speciality since qualifying in 2016. I am married and have two children and a dog .
I studied my degree at Birmingham City University and I am currently undertaking a Master in HealthCare Research at The University of Birmingham. I am also currently the Nurse Rep for The Society for Acute Medicine. 

What got you interested in becoming an Acute Medicine Senior Sister?
My interest in the Acute Medicine Senior Sister role began during my management placement in an Acute Medical Unit (AMU). I was drawn to the fast-paced environment and the diversity of patients with complex, high-acuity needs. I found it incredibly rewarding to work in a setting where quick decision-making and holistic patient care are essential.
Since qualifying, I have chosen to build my career in acute medicine because it allows me to combine my passion for direct clinical care with leadership responsibilities. I enjoy the challenge of balancing patient-focused nursing with managing autonomous nurse-led clinics, such as DVT assessments, and overseeing triage processes, which are a significant part of my role.
Additionally, I am motivated by the opportunity to support change management initiatives and to mentor and develop junior staff, helping to create a positive and efficient clinical environment. My involvement in service improvement projects, like the nurse SAMBA data reporting, and my current work on nurse career pathways and educational support further fuel my commitment to this specialty.

How did you train to become a clinical senior sister?
My training to become a Clinical Senior Sister has involved a combination of advanced education, clinical experience, and leadership development. I have completed postgraduate level 7 courses including Health Assessment, Management of Acute Disease (MAD), and Leadership in Healthcare, which have all enhanced my clinical knowledge and management skills. Currently, I am undertaking an MRes in Healthcare Research to further deepen my understanding of evidence-based practice and service improvement.
In addition to academic qualifications, I am Advanced Life Support (ALS) trained and have completed my GIC training, which enables me to support and mentor others effectively in the clinical environment. These formal qualifications, combined with my extensive hands-on experience in acute medicine, have prepared me well for the complex responsibilities of a Clinical Senior Sister.
Throughout my career, I have sought out opportunities to develop autonomous practice, triage skills, and leadership abilities, supporting junior staff and contributing to change management initiatives. This blend of education and practical experience has been crucial in shaping me into a confident and capable clinical leader.

What challenges did you face?
One of the significant challenges I have faced in my career is the limited availability of mentors who have successfully combined clinical care with research to follow a clear clinical academic career pathway. Navigating this dual role has required me to be proactive in seeking guidance and carving out my own path, which can be both rewarding and challenging.
Another ongoing challenge for me is maintaining a healthy work-life balance. The demands of working in acute medicine alongside pursuing research and leadership responsibilities can be intense. However, I view my work as a vocation, which helps me stay motivated and committed, even when balancing personal and professional priorities feels difficult.
Despite these challenges, I remain focused on developing myself both as a clinician and a researcher, and I am dedicated to finding sustainable ways to manage my responsibilities while continuing to deliver high-quality patient care and contribute to the advancement of the profession.

How does your working week look?
I work full-time on a three-day shift pattern, with each shift lasting 11.5 hours. Two of these shifts are clinical: typically, one day is spent triaging patients, and the other is focused on caring for patients in the Same Day Emergency Care (SDEC) unit.
My third shift each week is dedicated to my MRes studies. I am fortunate to be part of the Chief Nurse Fellowship program within my Trust, which supports my academic development by backfilling one clinical day per week. This arrangement allows me to balance my clinical responsibilities with my research commitments, ensuring that patient care demands are maintained while I progress in my studies.

Do you have any tips for aspiring Senior Clinical Sister?
My key advice for aspiring Clinical Senior Sisters is to focus on delivering excellent care to acutely unwell patients while also developing strong leadership skills to support the team around you. Acute medicine is a fast-paced and challenging environment, so honing your clinical skills and maintaining a compassionate approach to patient care is essential.
Equally important is investing in your team’s growth and wellbeing. Supporting and empowering your colleagues helps create a positive, resilient working environment where everyone can perform at their best.
I also encourage getting involved with professional organizations such as The Society for Acute Medicine. Engaging with wider networks provides valuable opportunities for learning, mentorship, and staying up to date with best practices in acute care.
Lastly, seek out mentors when you can, but if they are scarce, be proactive in creating your own learning path. Balancing clinical demands with leadership requires good time management and self-care, so develop these skills early to sustain your career long-term.

What training courses/ practical experience would you recommend supporting before applying for Senior Sister in Acute Medicine?
Before stepping into an Acute Medicine Senior Sister role, I highly recommend gaining comprehensive clinical experience in acute settings to build confidence in managing high-acuity patients. Practical exposure to triage, assessment, and emergency care is essential.
In terms of training, completing Health Assessment and Management of Acute Disease (MAD) courses, as well as postgraduate acute medicine courses, are invaluable for developing advanced clinical knowledge. The RAPID course is also highly recommended for enhancing assessment and decision-making skills in acute settings. Advanced Life Support (ALS) training is crucial to prepare for emergency situations.
Leadership and management training, such as Leadership in Healthcare, will help you develop the skills needed to lead teams effectively and manage the complexities of acute care environments. Being proactive in supporting your team through appraisals and guiding their professional development is equally important.
Getting involved in local Quality Improvement (QI) projects is a great way to support change management and drive service enhancements. Additionally, if you are interested in contributing to SAMBA nursing data collection and analysis, please feel free to contact me at hannah.hegarty@uhb.nhs.uk for more information and support.

