Compassion conversations 29: Ring of confidence
The mother was deeply apprehensive. She’d just been admitted to hospital for an elective Caesarean and was nervously awaiting the trip to the operating room. Her first baby had been delivered by emergency Caesarean after a long labour culminating in foetal distress – a traumatic experience. So she had been awake half the night in nervous anticipation of today’s ordeal.
Many of our patients are frightened. The quality of their experience depends on our skill in making patients feel supported and building up their confidence in the care provided. Beyond our own empathy and understanding, there’s another important strategy. The Studer Group in the USA calls this, “managing up”. It’s a very deliberate process of building the confidence of the patient in the team that will be caring for them.
To this apprehensive mother I said, “You’re really lucky to have such a great surgeon taking care of you. If I had to choose someone to care for my wife, he’d be the one. We’ve worked together for many years and we share a philosophy of care. Things tend to go well when we are working together.”

I built the confidence further. “You’ll probably notice when you come into the operating room that the nurses are very welcoming and will put you at ease. If fact, I expect one of them will pop down to the ward to see you before surgery and to make introductions. We’ve invested a lot of effort in building the teamwork.”
Research shows that “managing up” improves patient’s confidence and satisfaction with care. So, any time you are handing a patient over to the person on the next shift, or to another department, or referring to another practitioner – build the ring of confidence. Let the patient know how well qualified and experienced the practitioners are, what great care they will give, how well they fit into the team, and how caring they are.

Conversely, you should NEVER EVER run down or criticise another practitioner, team or hospital. This is a sure-fire way to destroy confidence, increase fear and to precipitate patient complaints or litigation.

Be genuine. Every practitioner has good attributes, which you can sincerely praise. If you have persisting doubts about the practice of another, you have an ethical duty to address your concerns in the longer term – but not in front of the patient.
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