Compassion conversations 22: Word-power
One of the commonest unpleasant side-effects of anaesthesia is nausea and vomiting. Fortunately, we now have effective anti-nausea drugs and I can usually prevent this distressing complication in my patients.
I recall, some years ago, a surprising complaint from a nurse in the post-operative recovery ward. As I took my fifth patient of the day into the ward, she said, “Dr Youngson, what are you doing to your patients today? They are all being sick!” I was taken aback. My previous experience was that few of my patients were sick after this kind of procedure.

I started the walk back to the operating theatre, puzzling about this occurrence, when I was intercepted by another recovery nurse. “Robin,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’ll recover the rest of your patients this morning and I guarantee that none of them will be sick.” I now felt more confused than ever. What was going on? “It’s her,” she said, indicating the other recovery nurse. “She makes them all sick. She spends all her time asking patients if they are sick and pushing the bowl under their chin.”
The rest of the list passed uneventfully. None of my remaining patients were sick. It was a striking introduction to the power of suggestion in influencing outcomes for my patients.

But I had more to learn about the subtleties of suggestion. The first anaesthetic drug I administer to each patient is an anti-nausea drug. I used to say, “I’m just giving you a drug so you won’t feel sick after the anaesthetic.” It mostly worked. Now I have found an even more effective way to prevent nausea in my patients. I tell them, “I’m just giving you a drug that’s going to make your stomach feel very settled and comfortable after the operation.”
Those who are skilled in the power of suggestion have a cardinal rule: the subconscious mind cannot hear the words “don’t”, “not”, “won’t”, “can’t” or any other negative. The only word the subconscious hears is “sick”. I was suggesting to my patients that they might feel sick after the operation. And how much difference does suggestion make to outcomes? - A lot.

When we believe in the innate healing capacity of our patients, they do much better. Take care with the power of your suggestions and always reinforce the positive.
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