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ACUTE PERSPECTIVE

David Oliver: Reconciling patients and professionals after poor

experiences

David Oliver consultant in geriatrics and acute general medicine

When people in key public service roles feel
pressurised, overwhelmed, or unfairly attacked for
failings outside their control they can become
defensive or self-justifying, or they counterattack.
This is a human being’s natural “fight, flight, or
siege” mentality.

In recent times I've seen this repeatedly among fellow
NHS clinicians. With blame laden media headlines
and reports from unhappy service users, our response
is often to get our defence in early. But in the process
we can sometimes seem to dismiss or minimise those
concerns. On occasion, different parts of the health
and social care sector have even turned on one
another.

I worry that such intuitive reactions will worsen
antagonism, deepen the gulf of misunderstanding,
and prove counterproductive in the long run.
Somewhere between reflexive denial and apologetic
passivity is a third way of partnership between
patients, the public, and professionals, with a shared
goal of improving care and understanding the real
reasons for problems.

The NHS remains the institution that people feel most
national pride in. In general, public support has
remained high for decades,' and nurses and doctors
consistently top the league table of most trusted
professions.? However, doubtless accelerated by the
impact of the covid pandemic on services, the 2022
British Social Attitudes survey showed the lowest
public satisfaction in 25 years, with staffing levels,
access, and waiting times the biggest concerns.>

Last year research by Engage Britain involving over
4000 participants in 100 community groups found
participants very grateful for NHS professionals and
care. They also believed that services were too
stretched and often disorganised, with some
respondents feeling abandoned or “not knowing
where to turn.”# Less sanitised sources of negative
feedback exist in mainstream and social media,
campaigns, and complaints.

In the face of all of this, overstretched NHS staff can
tend to filter out the positive comments, focus on the
negative ones, and go into self-defence mode. We
quite rightly want people to understand the workforce
gaps, workload pressures, and resource and capacity
constraints—problems that the pandemic has raised
to anew level. But while defending ourselves, we risk
losing any focus on what patients and the public are
saying. We should acknowledge that patients’
concerns—about delayed, rushed, or missed care;
care that isn’t sufficiently person centred; access,
delays, or fragmented care systems; or sometimes
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poor or unempathetic communication—are concerns
that we also notice and share.

The concept of “moral distress” among health
professionals who are unable to give patients the
standard of care they would like, or would want for
themselves, is very well described, not least during
the covid era.5 ® We’re well placed to understand
where the gaps and problems are, as we live with
them daily.

We’d surely be better off saying, “We share your
concerns. We see your distress. We meet people in
your predicament every day. We agree that the status
quoisn’t good enough. We’re doing what we can with
the resources we have”—and then explaining the
reasons for the care gaps. And we should unite with
patient groups to push the government for sufficient
staffing, funding, and support. We can act as
advocates and champions alongside patient
organisations and campaigning groups.

All of this is hard to do when you’re already at the
end of your tether, but it’s worth bearing the principle
in mind.

Competing interests: See bmj.com/about-bmj/freelance-contributors

Provenance and peer review: Commissioned; not externally peer reviewed.

1 Wellings D. What does the public think about the NHS? King’s Fund. 16
Sep 2017. https;//www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-does-public-
think-about-nhs

2 Gaines K. Nursing ranked as the most trusted profession for 20th year in
arow. Nurse.org 2022 Jan 19. https://nurse.org/articles/nursing-ranked-
most-honest-profession/

3 Wellings D, Appleby J. Public satisfaction with the NHS falls to a 25-year
low. King's Fund. 30 Mar 2022. https://www kings-
fund.org.uk/blog/2022/03/public-satisfaction-nhs-falls-25-year-low

4 Engage Britain. Is the NHS and social care working for everyone?
https://engagebritain.org/is-the-nhs-and-social-care-working-for-everyone/

5 Oliver D. David Oliver: Moral distress in hospital doctors. BM/
2018;360:k1333. doi: 10.1136/bmj.k1333 pmid: 29588279

6 BMA. Moral distress and moral injury: recognising and tackling it for UK
doctors. 2021. https://www.bma.org.uk/media/4209/bma-moral-distress-
injury-survey-report-june-2021.pdf

ybuAdoo Aq peraslold 1senb Ag £20z 1dy 6T U0 /wod lwg mmmy/:dny woly pepeojumoq "ZZ0g dun( Zz Uuo v6+ 10" (wa/9eTT 0T Se paysiand isiy :CING


http://bmj.com/about-bmj/freelance-contributors
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-does-public-think-about-nhs
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/what-does-public-think-about-nhs
https://nurse.org/articles/nursing-ranked-most-honest-profession/
https://nurse.org/articles/nursing-ranked-most-honest-profession/
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2022/03/public-satisfaction-nhs-falls-25-year-low
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2022/03/public-satisfaction-nhs-falls-25-year-low
https://engagebritain.org/is-the-nhs-and-social-care-working-for-everyone/
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/4209/bma-moral-distress-injury-survey-report-june-2021.pdf
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/4209/bma-moral-distress-injury-survey-report-june-2021.pdf
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmj.o1494&domain=pdf&date_stamp=22-06-2022
mailto:davidoliver372@googlemail.com
https://twitter.com/mancunianmedic
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.o1494
http://www.bmj.com/

