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The process by which healthcare professionals are assessed for fitness to practice following allegations of sexual 

misconduct is a critical component of patient safety and professional accountability. However, a recent analysis 

published in the BMJ indicates that these tribunals are currently unfit for purpose.1 This finding suggests an 

immediate need for re-evaluation of current disciplinary frameworks.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Fitness to practice tribunals for sexual misconduct are deemed unfit for purpose.

º The Data: The specific mechanisms rendering tribunals unfit were not detailed in the abstract, but the 

conclusion is direct.1

º The Action: Clinicians and regulatory bodies should be aware of the stated inadequacy of current tribunal 

processes for sexual misconduct.

The integrity of medical regulation relies on effective mechanisms for addressing professional misconduct, particularly 

in cases involving sexual misconduct, which directly impact patient trust and safety. The current system of fitness to 

practice tribunals is designed to adjudicate such cases, determining whether a healthcare professional is fit to continue 

practicing. However, the effectiveness of these tribunals has been called into question.1

What the study did
A study by Cox and Seddon, published in the BMJ in 2026, directly addressed the suitability of fitness to practice 

tribunals for cases of sexual misconduct.1 The authors concluded that these tribunals are unfit for purpose.1 While the 

abstract does not provide specific details regarding the methodology or the granular data that led to this conclusion, the 

directness of the statement indicates a significant concern regarding the current operational framework and outcomes of 

these tribunals.1

The paper's title, "Fitness to practice tribunals for sexual misconduct are unfit for purpose," serves as a concise summary 

of its primary finding.1 This suggests that the issues identified are fundamental to the structure or execution of these 

tribunals, rather than minor deficiencies.1 The implications extend to how allegations are investigated, how evidence 

is presented, how decisions are made, and ultimately, how patient safety is protected and professional standards are 

upheld.1

The absence of an abstract detailing specific findings, such as the number of cases reviewed or the particular deficiencies 

identified, limits a deeper analysis of the study's empirical basis. However, the unequivocal conclusion presented by Cox 

and Seddon warrants attention from regulatory bodies and medical professionals.1 It highlights a potential systemic flaw 
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in the current approach to managing serious professional misconduct.1

The study's stark conclusion, despite the lack of granular detail in the abstract, compels a critical examination of the 

underlying issues. Potential areas of concern could include the composition of tribunal panels, the legal frameworks 

governing proceedings, the training of panel members in addressing the complexities of sexual misconduct cases, or the 

adequacy of sanctions imposed. For instance, if panels lack sufficient expertise in trauma-informed care or the dynamics 

of power imbalances inherent in healthcare professional-patient relationships, their ability to accurately assess credibility 

and the impact of misconduct may be compromised.

Furthermore, the study's findings may point to deficiencies in the investigative processes preceding tribunals. Inadequate 

evidence gathering, delays in proceedings, or a lack of support for complainants could all contribute to a system deemed 

"unfit for purpose." The emotional and psychological toll on patients who report sexual misconduct is substantial, and if 

the tribunal process itself exacerbates this trauma or fails to deliver justice, it undermines the very purpose of regulation.

Clinical Implications and Future Directions
The implications of Cox and Seddon's findings are profound for patient safety and public trust in the medical profession. 

If tribunals are indeed unfit, it suggests that healthcare professionals guilty of sexual misconduct may not be adequately 

sanctioned, potentially allowing them to continue practicing and endangering more patients. This erosion of trust can have 

far-reaching consequences, deterring patients from seeking necessary care or reporting future instances of misconduct.

Regulatory bodies, such as the General Medical Council (GMC) in the UK or state medical boards in the US, must 

urgently address these concerns. A comprehensive review of current tribunal processes for sexual misconduct cases is 

warranted. This review should encompass:

    • Panel Composition and Training: Assessing the need for specialized training for tribunal members in areas such as 

sexual violence, trauma, and power dynamics. Consideration should be given to including members with expertise in 

these fields.

    • Evidentiary Standards and Procedures: Examining whether current evidentiary rules adequately capture the nuances 

of sexual misconduct cases, including the use of expert testimony and the handling of sensitive information.

    • Support for Complainants: Evaluating the adequacy of support mechanisms for patients throughout the investigative 

and tribunal process, ensuring they are treated with dignity and respect.

    • Sanctioning Frameworks: Reviewing the range and application of sanctions to ensure they are proportionate to the 

severity of the misconduct and effectively protect the public.
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    • Transparency and Accountability: Enhancing transparency in tribunal outcomes (while protecting privacy) to foster 

public confidence and demonstrate accountability.

While the abstract's brevity limits a detailed critique of the study's methodology, the unequivocal nature of its conclusion 

serves as a critical alarm. Further research, perhaps by Cox and Seddon themselves or other independent bodies, 

is essential to delineate the specific systemic failures identified. This subsequent research should provide actionable 

recommendations for reform, moving beyond the identification of unfitness to the prescription of effective solutions. 

Ultimately, the goal must be to establish a regulatory framework that robustly protects patients, upholds professional 

standards, and ensures that those who commit sexual misconduct are held appropriately accountable.

To delve deeper into establishing robust professional standards and accountability within healthcare regulation, consider 

The Oxford Handbook of Health Care Management.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The assertion that fitness to practice tribunals for sexual misconduct are unfit for purpose is a stark indictment 

of the current regulatory landscape. For clinicians, this raises uncomfortable questions about the fairness and 

efficacy of the very system designed to hold them accountable. If the tribunals are indeed unfit, it implies that 

neither complainants nor the accused are being served adequately, potentially leading to unjust outcomes or, 

worse, a failure to protect patients from harm. This is not merely an administrative problem; it is a fundamental 

challenge to the ethical contract between the profession and the public.

From an industry perspective, regulatory bodies such as the General Medical Council or equivalent national 

organisations must immediately scrutinise their processes. The paper by Cox and Seddon, despite its lack 

of detailed abstract, delivers a clear message that the existing framework is failing. This necessitates a 

comprehensive review of tribunal procedures, training for panel members, and the support offered to all parties 

involved. Failure to act risks eroding public confidence in medical regulation and could lead to calls for external 

oversight or legislative intervention.

For patients, the implications are perhaps the most concerning. The primary purpose of fitness to practice 

tribunals is to safeguard the public. If these tribunals are unfit for purpose in cases of sexual misconduct, 

it means that patients may not be adequately protected from practitioners who pose a risk. This could deter 

victims from coming forward, perpetuate a culture of impunity, or allow individuals who should be removed from 

practice to continue working. The medical profession's commitment to patient safety must be demonstrably 

upheld through robust and effective disciplinary processes, which, according to this research, are currently 

lacking.

EDITORIAL & AI STANDARDS
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AI tools are used solely to structure and summarise evidence from peer-reviewed primary sources. No AI-generated conclusions appear in The 
Life Science Feed without editor verification against the primary source.
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