Compassion conversation 36: Looking back, looking forward
By Jon Bowra
Last weekend I met up with some old friends and colleagues. We all trained as psychiatric nurses in the late 70’s. We spent a good deal of time bemoaning the loss of caring, humaneness and creativity in the health and caring services today and were in danger of sounding like ‘boring old farts’. Were we all just looking back through rose-tinted glasses, or has something fundamentally changed for the worse? We felt more than frustration and there was something approaching grief in our reflections. How to make sense of this?
It appears that procedures, policies and computerised recording are increasingly seen as the holy trinity that must be prioritised and obeyed at all times! Perhaps the subtler qualities within life connected to relating and living, have been subsumed under more mechanistic approaches and characteristics. Indeed Social Action For Health in the UK recently reported that some mental health wards have an “a-relational” quality, where even the basics of the ordinary rules of social life, such as every day greetings, were startlingly absent.
How can one approach this situation and practice appropriately in a pro-active way? A temptation might be to adopt an oppositional and adversarial stance to all things based on procedures, policies, and computerised recording. Yet this feels likely to be an unhelpful conflict-creating, and indeed illness-making, response. Jan Fook (Social Work; Critical Theory in Practise 2002) reminds us to move away from an either-or-perspective to one that is more diverse, all-embracing and effective. I also find that despite a torrent of what seems like impossibly bad news throughout the media, there continues to be much everyday unspectacular and unseen kindness, compassion and caring.
One of my concerns and interests is how to nourish and preserve a vision of what actually matters in the ‘grand scheme of things’ - what individuals would actually like within our relationship to them as human beings, embracing characteristics such as respect, information sharing, flexibility, accompaniment, patience and encouragement; essentially qualities of a compassionate and empathetic nature. 
I would suggest that health professionals need encouragement, support and nourishment in the same way as the people using our services do. We need to develop fresh ways to express and apply the fruitful combination of our heads and hearts in an appropriately facilitating way.
Us old farts, and quite possibly some newer and younger ones, need to keep the faith!
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