Compassion conversations 5: Career Crossroads
Mary rushed up to me in the hospital corridor and touched my arm as she said, “Robin, there’s something I must tell you!”

Mary is one of our senior clinical leaders and, some months before, she had attended a workshop in which I had used a video film of patients telling their stories of healthcare. In the group we discussed compassion and caring. 

Mary told me she was referred a frail old lady with multiple medical conditions and partial blindness. When she began her assessment, she noticed the patient was distressed. She paused and asked if there was something she could do to help. This little old lady hesitatingly told her that she was extremely worried about some circumstance at home and she urgently needed to use the phone.

“Did you ask the staff?” queried Mary.

“Yes,” said the old lady. “I have asked every day to use the cordless phone but they keep telling me that’s only for staff and I should use the patients’ card phone down the corridor.” Her lips quivered and she shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t use that phone, you see. I’m almost blind.”

Mary told me that the situation had triggered off a memory of something we had discussed in the workshop. In that instant, she decided to act. Excusing herself, Mary hurried to the hospital shop and purchased a phone card. Returning to the ward, she said, “Who is it that you need to call? I’ll give you a hand”.

Taking her by the hand, Mary led her to the phone and helped her make the connection. The little old lady cried. This was the first time in two weeks that anyone in the hospital had listened to her concerns.

Mary reflected on this event during the day and talked about it at home. She came to realise that this simple act of kindness was the single most satisfying thing she had done at work for a long time. Lately she had been feeling tired and dispirited. By the next morning, Mary had reconceptualised her professional role: kindness first, expertise second. She looked for an opportunity each day to perform an unexpected act of kindness.

As she told me this story, her eyes lit up and her face became animated. “It’s like I have a new job,” she said.
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