
Doctors as patients 
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1. Loss of identity  

2. Loneliness, shame and stigma 

3. Seeing a patient as a person 

4. Poor standards of care 
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Loss of identity.  
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―Illness is the night side of life, a 

more onerous citizenship.  

 

Everyone who is born holds dual 

citizenship, in the kingdom of the well 

and in the kingdom of the sick … 
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Although we all prefer to use  

only the good passport,  

sooner or later each of us is obliged, 

at least for a spell, to identify 

ourselves as citizens of that other 

place.‖           Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor 

http://www.susansontag.com/SusanSontag/books/illnessAsMetaphor.shtml
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 ―We think we're superhuman  

and that we don't get ill,  

 

or if we do,  

we can cope with it.‖ 
 

 

Challenge of culture, conscience, and contract to general practitioners' care of their own health: qualitative study  

BMJ 29/11/2001 

http://www.bmj.com/content/323/7315/728
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―It is a truth,  

universally acknowledged  

that doctors make the worst patients.‖ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kate Granger 

http://drkategranger.wordpress.com/
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―I thought my training as a 

psychiatrist would help,  

but it was quite the opposite.  

 

The experience forced me to cross 

the border from provider to patient, 
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… and taught me how much I did not 

know. 

 

When I read a textbook description of 

psychotic depression, my diagnosis,  

I can‘t marry it with how I feel  … 
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… I do feel low, but also agitated  

and frightened, and simply very ill. 

I have always felt like two people—

the psychiatrist and the psychiatric 

patient—and it is very difficult when 

they overlap.‖   A patient‘s journey. Psychotic depression BMJ 12/09/2012 

http://www.bmj.com/content/345/bmj.e6994
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―Don't assume depressed doctors 

know that they're sick.  

 

The view is quite different from this 

side of the sanity divide … 
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…Chances are that we think that we 

are only stressed by work,  

 

and are distressed by our perceived 

inability to cope.‖ 
 

 

An insider‘s guide to depression. BMJ 27/10/2001 

http://www.bmj.com/content/323/7319/1011.1?variant=full-text
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87 percent of G.P.‘s said they would 

not call in sick for a severe cold, 

compared to 32 percent of office 

workers who were asked the same 

question.  
 

 

Why doctors don‘t take Sick Days. New York Times  

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/16/opinion/sunday/why-doctors-dont-take-sick-days.html
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Loneliness,  

shame and stigma. 
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―Then in one fail swoop all that 

confidence that I had gradually built 

up over several years was taken 

away when I discovered I had cancer. 

I felt unexplainably ashamed. I felt 

guilty. I felt frightened.‖     Kate Granger 

http://drkategranger.wordpress.com/
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―I have had unfailing family support 

and the best treatment available, yet I 

have experienced the acute sense of 

isolation and, occasionally, the 

despair endured by many cancer 

patients‖           Tertoma of the Trestis. Lancet 1982 

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(82)91042-X/fulltext
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 ―There was guilt, there was shame, 

there was fear...there was low self-

esteem...there was the uncertainty of 

medicine. Self-confidence—that 

plummeted‖ 

Shame! Self-stigmatisation as an obstacle to sick doctors returning to work: a qualitative study BMJ Open 15/09/2012 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/2/5/e001776.full


 18 

―With one HIV test, everything came 

crashing down: my sexuality, choice 

of job. I was so ashamed and 

horrified, I didn‘t tell anybody. On 

my birthday, my friends took me out 

to dinner. No one knew…  
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… The only way out was to kill 

myself. I took some meds from the OR 

… went up on the roof … and took 

them all. I woke up in the ER.‖ 

 

 

When Doctors Become Patients. 

http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMbkrev59469
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―It was also hard to accept that I had a 

mental illness. I felt weak and 

ashamed, and began to appreciate, 

too, the embarrassment and stigma 

my patients felt.‖ 

A Patient‘s Journey. Psychotic Depression BMJ 

http://www.bmj.com/content/345/bmj.e6994
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―I had become a psychiatric patient 

and am embarrassed to say the 

stigma made me feel physically sick. 

I felt ashamed of being ―weak‖ … 

Doctors Go Mad Too. RCPsych 

http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/pdf/Doctors%20Go%20Mad%20Too.pdf
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 ―One thing [doctors] became aware 

of is how patients try to please their 

doctors. The doctor stands in the 

room and says, ―Is everything O.K.?‖ 

Everything is not O.K., but they 

realized that if they say that … 
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… the doctor gets a long face. There 

is a normal natural instinct to want to 

please people. They realized that this 

must mean their patients have all 

these years been trying to please 

them.‖ 
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―Some of us self select medicine in 

order to deal with our worst fears by 

helping those who present with what 

would be to us, intolerable illnesses,  
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… by working on them in our patients 

we master some hidden angst‖2 

 

 

 

 
 

r/e Psychotic Depression. BMJ 2012 

http://www.bmj.com/content/345/bmj.e6994/rr/612056
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Seeing a patient  

as a person. 
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‗I will remember that I do not treat a 

fever chart, or a cancerous growth, 

but a sick human being‖  

 
 

 

 

 

Treating the whole patient Medical Education. Jan 2014 

HippocraticOath, - Modern Version 1964 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/medu.12369/full
http://ethics.ucsd.edu/journal/2006/readings/Hippocratic_Oath_Modern_Version.pdf
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―Having studied medicine at a very 

academic university, I had a very 

strict perception of knowledge.  

 

Knowledge was hard and fast medical 

facts …          Anya De Longh, The Patient Patient 

http://thepatientpatient2011.blogspot.co.uk/p/about-patient-patient.html
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… it was a real challenge to realise 

that this knowledge is as valid as  

my knowledge of my conditions, 

symptoms and triggers,  

developed through experiencing it 

day in day out … 
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In my first year at university  

I lost track  

of how many  

outpatient appointments I sat in on –  

they are just another 15 min slot  

in very busy day.  
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As a patient, my perspective couldn‘t 

be more different … 

I have one appointment with my 

consultant a year, and spend weeks 

planning and preparing, then a 

month recovering emotionally.‖ 
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#hellomynameis 
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Kate Granger 
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―If being ill has taught me anything 

about being a doctor it is the 

importance of seeing a patient as a 

person and not merely a condition or 

disease sat in a hospital bed‖ 
 

 

Kate Granger 

http://theothersidestory.co.uk/
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―It is amazing what you learn about 

people if you just ask.‖ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kate Granger, Painting the Picture 

http://drkategranger.wordpress.com/2013/08/04/painting-the-picture/
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―An analogy to living with cancer is 

solitary confinement: once inside the 

prison cell you are trapped …  
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… the most useful people  

and the best doctors  

are those prepared  

to come inside the cell, sit down,  

and spend some time with you‖ 
 

 

Tertoma of the Trestis. Lancet 1982 

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(82)91042-X/fulltext
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―I learned something useful  

from one doctor. He was busy  

and used to take the chart into the 

patient's room, and sit there writing 

his notes rather than sitting out  

by the nurse's station… 
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… That gave him an extra four 

minutes. While he was writing,  

he might ask questions. I've tried to 

incorporate that. So simple.  

The doctors' station for writing notes 

is a refuge.‖         When Doctors become Patients 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Doctors-Become-Patients-Robert-Klitzman/dp/0195327675
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―[T]he vicissitudes of life as a 

clinician or academic are as nothing 

compared with accepting and 

managing a major illness and the 

treatment for it.‖ 

A Patient‘s Journey. Psychotic Depression BMJ 

http://www.bmj.com/content/345/bmj.e6994
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Many ill doctors now came to identify 

more with their patients  

(e.g. getting results to patients faster) 
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… some joked that ideally, medical 

students should be hospitalized and 

forced to sleep in patient rooms,  
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… to experience the disruptions, 

inconveniences, powerlessness, and 

humiliations that patients routinely 

encounter.‖ 

 
When Doctors Become Patients 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Doctors-Become-Patients-Robert-Klitzman/dp/0195327675
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―Ernie, who had Huntington's 

disease, thought that only  

the process of becoming ill  

would make medical students  

more empathetic … 
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… ―If you're not personally affected, 

it's impossible to imagine what it's 

really like.‖  

 
 

 

 

 

 

When Doctors Become Patients 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Doctors-Become-Patients-Robert-Klitzman/dp/0195327675
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―I am invariably met in A&E with 

comments like  

"you are so interesting!" 

Nothing is "interesting" if you live 

with it day in day out … 
 

 

Anya de Longh 

http://thepatientpatient2011.blogspot.co.uk/2014/01/getting-my-head-around-functional.html
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… No matter what funky things my 

autonomic nervous may be doing, 

there is nothing interesting or 

fascinating about temporary 

paralysis, headaches and the day to 

day grind of my symptoms.‖ 
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Poor standards of care. 
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―[Doctors as patients] also became 

aware of how many mistakes are 

made, like the wrong dose of 

medication. They were astonished by 

that.‖ 
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―I knew that the finger splint was 

useless, but I was only a GP and he 

was the orthopedic registrar, so I 

didn‘t say anything.‖  
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Finally: 
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―I think we have to be aware of our 

own mortality and our own frailty as 

well, and not be ashamed to look for 

help if we need it,  
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…and also to watch out for each other 

– not in a ‗big brother‘ kind of way — 

but I think we have to look out for 

each other‘s health. 
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We are frail, we are human — bad 

things can happen to us, just like 

anybody else.  
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 ―When you are faced so starkly with 

your own vulnerability, it does make 

you understand patients so much 

better …‖ 
 

 

 

 

 

The Professional Path to Recovery. Liam Farrel. Irish Medical Times 

http://www.imt.ie/features-opinion/2013/07/the-professional-path-to-recovery.html

