
The Virtuous 
Supervisor

Andrew JT George
Medical Education Conference, Royal College 

of Psychiatrists, 19 February 2026



 I give permission for images of my slides to be taken for 
personal use but not shared with others, including on 
social media

Permission to take images of slides

Views expressed in my presentation are my own and are not a reflection of RCPsych stance or policy



Declarations of Interest
• Academic Immunologist
• Chair of Oxleas NHS FT

• Chair of Health Innovation Network, 
South London

• Founder of AJTG Ltd provides coaching 
and consultancy to leaders

• Advisor to NHSE on Workforce

• Professor Emeritus Imperial College 
London and Brunel University London



Importance of Supervision

• Next generation
• Skills
• Ethics / professionalism

• Personal development of supervisor
• Keeps you thinking!

• Fun!



What does it 
mean to be a 
professional 

(doctor)

• Mostly based on a taxonomic understanding of professions
• Knowledge and skills
• Correct behaviours
• Following ethical codes

• Following codes is important aspect of being professional



Codes are important

• Ensures adequate standards
• Emphasises improvement from 

inadequate to competent

• Elements of ‘tick box’
• does not emphasise excellence



What does it mean to 
be a professional 
(doctor)

• Sociological understanding

• Accumulation of power with a 
monopoly

• Benefit of client (protection)
• Benefit of professional 

(enhanced status / reward)



Virtues framework

• Virtue ethics
• Aristotelian ethics

• Dominant Western ethical 
framework from ancient 
Greeks, through Christian to 
the age of Enlightenment.

• Deontological and 
consequentialism became the 
dominant ethical framework

• Equivalents in Eastern 
philosophy



Contrast the 
differences

• Are the actions right?
• Deontological (follow rules, duties, imperatives)
• Consequentialist (what is for the best)

• Is the character right
• Virtue ethics

• Others!
• Resurgence late 20th century (Anscombe, Foote, Midgley & 

Murdoch and MacIntyre)



Components of virtue frameworks

Telos Virtues phronesis



Telos
• Ultimate end/moral purpose
• What is left when you have exhausted ‘why 

is that the purpose?’ chain of questions
• About practical and moral outcomes

• A good knife is sharp
• A good doctor is both practically and 

morally effective
• Tell you what is in and what is out of your 

professional activity (e.g. as a doctor)



Telos of medicine:

to help people flourish by 
enabling them to optimise 

their health



Virtues
• Character traits that enable you to 

achieve your telos
• Persistent
• Recognised by yourself and 

others
• Can be developed
• Golden mean

• Cardinal virtues
• Justice
• Temperance
• Courage
• Wisdom
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Virtues

• Positive psychology



Courage

• To make decisions
• To learn/admit mistakes
• To change and develop



Techne: practical 
knowledge (art, skill 
craft)

• Technical knowledge 
• Focus most learning 
• Fundamental to being doctor / 

professional 

(episteme, techne, sophia, nous)



Justice 

• Many forms of justice 
• Distributive justice
• Giving people their fair dues/what 

they need

• Different things to consider in justice
Personal, patient, other patients, 
Trust/NHS, society

• These can be in conflict



Phronesis 
(applied wisdom)
• Orchestration

• Virtues
• Skills



Internal – 
external goods

• Internal goods
• Skilful exercise of an 

occupation
• External goods

• Money, prestige, fame….



What enables or frustrates 
internal goods?
• External goods are important 

(especially when sub-threshold)
• Need to do some focus on 

external goods
• But true fulfilment comes from 

internal goods
• Excellence comes from striving to 

fulfil telos
• Flow



Medical 
Education

Concentration on skills

Transactional

Loss vocational elements

Competence

Ethics/Professionalism

Relational

Vocational

Excellence



So what would 
professional 
reflection 
include?

Telos – am I 
achieving my 

telos?

Virtues
• deploying them right? 
• do any need 

developing?

Skills 
• deploying them right? 
• Do any need 

developing?

Am I achieving 
the internal goods 

from my 
profession?

Aim to excellence



Importance of Supervision

• Next generation
• Skills
• Ethics / professionalism

• Personal development of supervisor
• Keeps you thinking!

• Fun!
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