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FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Finding Your Bagel

Samir S Shah, MD, MSCE

Divisions of Hospital Medicine and Infectious Diseases, Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center and the University of Cincinnati College of 
Medicine, Cincinnati, Ohio.

Many of us are interested in developing or refining 
our skillsets. To do so, we need mentorship, which 
in the still-young field of hospital medicine can 
sometimes be challenging to obtain. 

As a physician-investigator and editor, I commonly encoun-
ter young and even mid-career physicians wrestling with how 
to develop or refine their academic skills, and they’re usually 
pondering the challenges in finding someone in their own di-
vision or hospitalist group to help them. When this happens, 
I talk to them about bagels and cream cheese. I ask them two 
questions: “What’s your cream cheese?” and “Where’s your 
bagel?” Their natural reaction of puzzlement, perhaps mixed 
with hunger if they haven’t yet had breakfast, is similar to the 
one you’ve likely just experienced, so let me explain.

In medical school, I had a friend who absolutely loved cream 
cheese. If it had been socially acceptable, he would have sim-
ply walked around scooping cream cheese from a large tub. 
Had he done that, people would likely have given him funny 
looks and taken a few steps away. So, instead, my friend found 
an acceptable solution, which is that he would eat a lot of ba-
gels. And those bagels would be piled high with cream cheese 
because what he wanted was the cream cheese and the bagel 
provided a reasonable means by which to get it. 

So now I ask you: What’s your passion? What is the thing that 
you want to scoop from the tub (of learning and doing) every 
day for the rest of your life? That’s the cream cheese. Now, all 
you have to do is to find your bagel, the vehicle that allows you 
to get there. 

Let’s see those principles in action. Say that you’re a hospi-
talist who wants to learn how to conduct randomized clinical 
trials, enhance medication reconciliation, or improve transitions 
of care. You can read about randomization schemes or improve-
ment cycles but that’s clearly not enough. You need someone to 
help you frame the question, understand how to navigate the 
system, and avoid potential pitfalls. You need someone with rel-
evant experience and expertise, someone with whom you can 
discuss nuances such as the trade-offs between different out-
come measures or analytic approaches. You need your bagel.

There may not be anyone in your division with such expertise. 
You may need to branch out to find that bagel. You talk to a 
few people and they all point you to a cardiologist who runs 
clinical trials. What other field has such witty study acronyms as 
MRFIT or MIRACL or PROVE IT? If you’re interested in medi-
cation reconciliation, they may direct you to a pharmacist who 
studies medication errors. If you’re interested in improving care 
transitions, they may connect you with a critical care physician 
with expertise in interhospital transfers. You can meet with these 
folks to learn about their work. If their personality and mentor-
ship style are a good fit, you can offer to assist in some aspect 
of their ongoing studies and, in return, ask for mentorship. You 
may have only a limited interest in the clinical content area, but if 
there is someone willing to invest their time in teaching, mentor-
ing, and sponsoring you, then you’ve found your bagel.

Think about what you’re hoping to accomplish and keep an 
open mind to unexpected venues for mentorship and skill de-
velopment. That bagel may be in your division or department, 
or it may be somewhere else in your institution, or it may not 
be in your institution at all but elsewhere regionally or nation-
ally. The sequence is important. What’s your cream cheese? 
Figured it out? Great, now go find that bagel. 
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