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Background: 
Stress in the operating theatre can be detrimental to motor performance, however modern surgical training programmes fail to address this issue by assuming stress-coping ability develops passively with experience. The purpose of this study is to determine whether duration of training or previous task experience determines trainees’ ability to maintain laparoscopic performance under temporal pressure.
Summary of Work: 
28 surgical trainees performed a laparoscopic suturing task under two conditions: (1) “self-paced”, in which trainees took as long as required, and (2) “time pressure”, in which subjects were given a maximum of 2 minutes to tie each knot. Subjective workload was quantified using the Surgical Task Load Index and continuous heart rate monitoring was used to measure the physiological stress response. Technical skill was assessed by measuring a task progression score, an accuracy score, leak volume, and tensile strength of the knots.
Summary of Results: 
Time-pressure led to a significant increase in subjective workload (p<0.001) and heart rate (stress) (p<0.05). Performing the task under temporal demand led to inferior task progression (p<0.001), greater leak volumes (p<0.05), and lower knot tensile strengths (p<0.01). There was no correlation between performance deterioration under pressure and level of training (Pearson Correlation Coefficient=0.037, p=0.852) or prior experience with laparoscopic suturing (Pearson Correlation Coefficient=-0.249, p=0.201).
Discussion: 
Time-pressure stressors increase trainees’ subjective workload and physiological stress response, and negatively impact their technical skills. However, level of training and prior task experience do not appear to predict performance decline under pressure.
Conclusions: 
Stressful operative environments are detrimental to technical performance, however surgeons’ ability to cope under pressure may be more related to factors other than duration of training or task exposure (e.g. inherent cognitive strategies).
Take-home Messages: 
Time in training or previous task exposure do not necessarily signal ability to cope with pressure in the operating theatre. Surgical training should place greater emphasis on fostering stress-coping ability in trainees.
