Compassion conversations 21: Power distance
When a series of Korean Airlines crashes was investigated, a common finding was that captains carry so much authority that crew members felt unable to tell the captain that he was making a potentially fatal error. The degree to which a culture values and respects authority is called the “Power Distance Index”. It varies greatly between countries. Could this concept be important in healthcare relationships?
A while ago, I anaesthetised a Pacific Islander for a Caesarean birth. She already had four young children at home. By happy coincidence I had met this lady and her husband just the week before, when they came to the pre-op clinic. Mindful that Pacific Islanders live within a very hierarchical society, I had done my best to lessen the power distance and to learn the needs of this patient.

On the morning of her surgery, she arrived alone at the hospital, more than an hour late. 
I asked her, “Where is your husband?”

“The children were hungry so he had to go out and get some food,” she said.

“So how did you get to the hospital?” I asked.

“I walked,” she said.

At full-term pregnancy, nil-by-mouth for surgery, she had walked for nearly two hours carrying her suitcase. I offered to delay her surgery and to send a taxi to fetch her family but she declined this offer. It was too hard for her to accept this help from authority figures. So she birthed in a room full of strangers.
I recall another young woman who nervously presented for day surgery. When I asked her about previous anaesthetics, she said she had no concerns. When I further probed, “Is there anything you are worried about?” she started to cry. Eventually she told me that during her last surgery, the anaesthetic wore off halfway through the procedure. She was paralysed, awake, and could feel the surgeon cutting. She was mortally afraid of a repeat anaesthetic but hadn’t been able to tell me her concerns.
These cases taught me a lot about the power distance between health practitioners and patients. I have learned how difficult it is for patients to tell you what’s important, particularly when they are scared.

Patients are our co-pilots in care. If we don’t work hard to even up the power balance, we’re sometimes going to crash and burn. What kind of a captain are you?
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