Compassion conversations 26: No more difficult patients
Some years ago I attended a long series of weekly sessions with a life coach. I vividly remember the day she tried to teach me the rule of “non-judgement”. I railed against such an absurd idea and ‘patiently’ explained that the exercise of professional judgement was the very essence of how I added value to my patients. Why else had I trained for fourteen years to become a medical specialist!
The patience, gentleness and non-judgement of my life coach in her response to my protests were a nice object lesson. Of course I didn’t ‘get’ that she was talking about moral judgement, not technical judgement. My inflated sense of self-importance prevented me from seeing the difference.
Over the years I have reflected on my role as a doctor. I have realised that for much of my career, my identity and self-esteem were wrapped up in being a highly-trained technical expert. Now I try to open my heart and to be a caring human being first, and an expert second. That has enabled me to be much more humble and respectful, to listen patiently, to form more trusting relationship with my patients and to strengthen my compassion.
One day I just decided that I would no longer have ‘difficult’ patients. I resolved that difficult patients didn’t really exist ‘out there’ but were a consequence of my own attitude or judgements, an internal problem. I owned the problem as my own, rather than projecting it onto the patient. The real problem was a ‘difficult doctor’ not a difficult patient. If a consultation was feeling difficult it was because I was failing to listen or to respond to an unmet need.

This shift in attitude had a remarkable effect. I felt like Harry Potter waving a magic wand! The difficult patients somehow just melted away. This was definitely an improvement in the quality of my working day! Paradoxically, the only person who changed was me. At last, I had understood the lesson my life coach was trying to teach me.

Judgement comes in many subtle forms. Fixing a patient is a form of judgement (the patient is broken). Even helping a patient is a form of judgement (you are less than me). Serving a patient on their own terms means letting go of judgement. There is no better strategy for renewing the meaning and joy in your practice.
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