Compassion conversations 23: Giving hope
Knowing of my interest in compassionate caring, a friend wrote me a harrowing account of the emotional roller-coaster ride in her experience of being diagnosed and treated for breast cancer. In all the highs and lows of that long journey towards recovery, one incident caused her the greatest distress. When she asked the breast surgeon about her prognosis, her recollection is that the surgeon uttered these words in a cold and unfeeling manner: “95% of patients with your condition are dead within two years.”
Of course, such recollections are coloured by the emotional impact of the terrible news and we can’t be certain how the surgeon behaved in this difficult task. But what can’t be denied is that my friend left that consultation feeling devastated, hopeless and alone. Her faith in the surgeon was completely destroyed.
How can we relay bad news while still giving hope? This surgeon made the mistake of treating only the disease and not the patient. A little empathy and compassion would have gone a long way. But the best way to give hope is to believe in the innate healing capacity of your patients and to demonstrate that you will love and support them no matter what course they choose.
In these difficult consultations, I often talk about “exceptional patients” - those who defy the expectations of their doctors and continue to thrive long after medical treatment options are exhausted. Other patients take the opportunity to reassess what is really important in their lives and take measures to find greater happiness and contentment. Some feel relief that the burden of life’s responsibilities is suddenly lifted from their shoulders and they surrender to their illness. The statistics tell us nothing about what path each patient will take. As caring and compassionate health professionals, we can help our patients find hope, strength, courage, meaning and even joy in their struggles.
This is not to neglect the importance of surgery, or other therapies, but to humbly know that the healing of wounds, the protection against toxic side effects of treatment and the survival of our patients depends equally on their faith and hope. It’s an extraordinary privilege to sit alongside our patients on this journey and to share their adventures.
My friend found renewed hope with another surgeon. Despite all (medical) odds, she has survived to tell the tale.
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