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THE ROYAL COLLEGE OF SURGEONS OF EDINBURGH 
 

POLICY ON EXAMINATION CANCELLATION 
 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The College and the candidate are entering into an effective contract for the examination 

on the basis of the regulations, payment and acceptance of a fee, with the examination 
being the subject of the contract.  

 
2. There are several situations in which the Examinations Section may find that it is unable 

to continue with an examination as programmed.  The following document describes 
these situations and outlines the best practice that the College should follow to minimise 
risk and implement appropriate damage limitation. 

 
Examination preparations  
 
3. Examination diets should be agreed with the Examinations Section before formal 

arrangements are undertaken to ensure that an examination will take place. 
Examinations are advertised several months in advance and at the time of advertising 
the fee and the facility availability are usually known; unknowns are the number of 
candidates and the precise availability of examiners. Examiner availability may not be 
determinable until very near the examination date, it is therefore not acceptable to delay 
advertising the examination until the precise availability of examiners is determined. 

 
Factors that may affect the delivery of the examination 
 
4. There are various factors and events that may affect the delivery of the examination. 

These include;  

• natural disasters; 

• illness or disease;  

• low or high candidate numbers;  

• availability of examiners;  

• lack of staff resource to administer examination;  

• loss of facilities;  

• national political issues;  

• terrorism or war.  
  

The following indicates the policy of the College for the above situations, although this list 
cannot be exhaustive.  In every instance in which cancellation is being considered, it is 
essential that the decision is approved by: 

• Convener(s) of the Examinations Committee (Surgical and Speciality 
Examinations),  

• Convener of Dental Examinations Committee and the Dean of the Dental 
Faculty (Dental Examinations) 

 
College position on cancellation of an examination  
 
5. When natural disasters occur that effect the ability of candidates or examiners to 

proceed to the examination location, the cancellation or postponement of the 
examination will occur unless it is possible to make arrangements to change the location 
of the examination to a venue to which examiners and candidates are able to travel. The 
lead-time available will obviously determine the practicality of providing an alternative 
venue.  Foreign Office and local national authorities’ advice will be sought on the 
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situation in the case of examination venues outside the UK; for disasters within the UK, 
the lead examiner may be able to offer advice. 

 
6. Should illness or disease effect the environment of the area in which the examination 

is due to take place, the examination may be moved to an alternative venue; postponed; 
or cancelled depending upon the severity of the illness or disease. Advice would 
normally be sought from local health authorities, Foreign Office or WHO. The lead-time 
available for making such a decision is outwith the control of the College, but the issue 
should be addressed as soon as it becomes evident that the risk exists. 

 
7. Should candidate numbers be too high for the examination resources, it may be 

necessary to cap the numbers for the examination and either offer the additional 
candidates an alternative examination date or transfer to the next diet. In a situation in 
which capacity is likely to be a limiting factor for an examination, the risk of candidates 
being unaware of this can be minimised if examination sponsors indicate this well in 
advance to the examinations section staff, so that appropriate messages are able to be 
displayed on the website and in any communication with candidates. If high numbers 
continue to be problematic, the risk of supply not meeting demand may be reduced if 
additional diets are planned. 

 
8. Should candidate examination numbers be small, the financial viability of the 

examination may be at risk. In this instance it will be necessary to determine for all 
examinations what are agreed to be the minimum number acceptable and that this is 
made known before the examination is advertised. It is essential that the effect that this 
may have upon the careers of the candidates is taken into account; that the ramifications 
of any cancellation upon the reputation of the College as an examining body is 
considered; and that the decision is conveyed to candidates well in advance of the 
examination date.  If a specific examination has a track record of low numbers, the risk 
may be reduced by suspending the examination for a given period or holding it less 
frequently; the impact of these actions is the same as described above and action should 
only be taken after due and proper consideration. 

  
9. If examiner availability is insufficient for the delivery of the examination, this may be for 

a variety of reasons.  It is possible that examiners may be ill, have travel disruption, or 
have late clinical issues that prevent them attending on the day of the examination. In 
these situations, it may not be possible to deliver the full examination. Under these, 
exceptional circumstances, consideration may be given to conducting as much of the 
examination as possible, with candidates being offered the opportunity to take the 
remaining parts without re-sitting any element that they have passed. Should examiner 
non-availability be known well in advance of the examination, it may be decided to 
postpone or cancel the examination, but good notice should be given to the candidates.  
Cancellation or postponement of an examination because of examiner non-availability is 
likely to be a serious blow to the credibility of the College as an examining body. In order 
to minimise this latter risk sponsors of examinations must make every effort to identify a 
sufficient number of examiners for their examiner pool.  The identification of “reserve” 
examiners is an attractive concept that may be considered but, in reality, the lead-time 
for notice is such that it would probably be unworkable across all examinations as well as 
risking offending examiners who may feel left on the bench. 

  
10. If staff resources are insufficient to run the examination because of illness or inability to 

reach the venue, the Examinations Section will attempt to cover for this by using 
alternative staff. If alternative staff with sufficient knowledge of the procedures is not 
available, the hosting examiner may be in a position to lead the examination. If this is not 
possible it may be necessary to delay, postpone or cancel the examination until staff 
become available. By the nature of this risk, it is likely to be a last minute decision 
whether or not to delay, postpone or cancel.  Postponement or cancellation may be a 
serious blow to the credibility of the College and should only be undertaken if there is no 
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possible alternative.  If normal staff resources are insufficient to conduct the examination 
because of College staffing levels, this should be evident at the time of proposal of the 
examination to the Examination Section.  If it is found not possible to allocate resources 
to the examination, a postponement of the examination to another date may be 
achievable with minimum disruption but damage to the reputation and credibility of the 
College may be incurred.  In order to minimise this risk, examination sponsors should 
discuss proposals for examinations with the examinations team leader before any firm 
arrangements are made. 

  
11. Loss of facilities may occur at short notice for a variety of reasons, but probably 

attributable to illness within the facility, fire, flood or storm damage.  Depending upon the 
lead-time, it may be possible to hold the examination at an alternative venue.  
Postponement or cancellation because of this factor is less likely to cause reputational 
damage to the College and may be more acceptable to candidates than for other 
reasons. The risk may be reduced by the identification of alternative venues, but this is 
likely to be quite problematic in certain cases. The option of always having a second 
venue identified and reserved is financially unacceptable.  

 
12. National political issues; terrorism or war may create an environment in which it is 

inappropriate to ask examiners to travel to a venue, or for candidates to appear at a 
venue.  The nature of this risk is such that measures to reduce the risk are very much 
aimed at the planning stage for the examination - sponsors should be aware of possible 
risks associated with any venue.  Shorter notice events may change circumstances at 
any time before an examination and are less likely to be risks containable by the College. 
In the case of these risks, College staff will consult with appropriate national and Foreign 
Office authorities and discuss with the College insurers.  It is not reasonable for 
examiners to be put under any pressure to attend an examination should there be any 
threat level with which they are uncomfortable – under such circumstances it may be 
possible to find alternative examiners but the outcome may be that postponement or 
cancellation are the only possible options.  There may be consequences of political 
issues, terrorism or war that remain after the event itself has passed – eg disruption to 
travel infrastructure, limitations on travel, non availability of venues – that may also 
require an assessment of the viability of the examination.   

 
Follow-on actions 
  
13. Following any decision to cancel, postpone or relocate an examination, a full report by 

the sponsoring examiner should be submitted to Examinations Committee. 
 
 
 
Convener of the Dental Examinations Committee 
 
Co-Conveners of the Examinations Committee 
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