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it eases tensions between patients,
families, and support staff.

Most physicians are comfortable
enough with sharing such news, even
if it is bad, when they recognize that
it will help a patient come to terms
with disability , treatment, or death.
As far as use of the information goes,
most patients receive and process this
type of information passively, accor-
ding the physician the primary
decision-making responsibilities .

A recent conference on avoiding
malpractice suits disclosed a strong
divergence of opinion between par-
ticipating physicians and lawyers.
Physicians thought that the informed
consent requirement was at best a
nuisance and at worst an invitation to
patients and their families to sue. At-
torneys held the view that it was far
easier to win a judgment against a
physician who had withheld informa-
tion from a patient.

Because I beli~ve that honesty with pa-
tients and their families concerning
both predictable risks and mistakes is
the best policy, the comments that
follow will tend to support beliefs held

by legal experts.

Patients Appreciate Information
Physicians sometimes forget the many
roles that information about his or her
illness play in the life of a patient.
Such information serves to help order
a life disrupted by the sudden onset
of disease, malfunction, or injury .It
opens up communication between in-
dividuals desperately needing to share
their fears and concerns. It helps sus-
tain individuals by preparing them for
the likely course of final events, and

The patient who fully understands his
condition, the proposed therapy, its
accompanying risks and side effects,
and the alternatives to it, is a patient
who is prepared for the normal range
of outcomes. For that patient there
may be disappointment with a result,
but there will not, in the normal case,
be any surprises.

Sharing Knowledge of Mistakes
Disarms
One may accept that, on balance, a pa-
tient who is well-informed from the
start about his or her condition (and
what to expect from treatment) is a pa-
tient who is more likely to be satisfied
with the results of competently-


