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The Doctor Patient Relationship

Effective management of the problems associated with FMS requires collaboration between you and your doctor. Effective collaboration requires good communication. Both patient and doctor need to speak clearly and concisely, listen, ask questions to clarify, and be respectful of one-another.  While you cannot change the type of person your physician is, you can affect and improve the interactions you have. 
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As a patient, you have both rights and responsibilities. (The following list is from Taking Charge of Fibromyalgia, by Kelly and Devonshire). You have a right to:

· Have your concerns heard

· Be respected as an individual
· Receive quality care

· Participate in decisions about your medical care

· Ask for help and support

· Be informed and educated


You also have several responsibilities as a patient; you should:

· Provide information accurately and concisely

· Become educated about your condition(s)

· Take responsibility for and actively participate in the aspects of care you can control
· Communicate your preferences regarding treatments.


You can help improve communication with your doctor and health care team.  Here are some ideas:
· Write down your questions before you go in. This way, you won’t be as likely to forget them. Ask your doctor if he wants a copy to read and keep in your file.

· Prioritize your questions and concerns, and start with what is most important to you. Why are you seeing the doctor today? Do you want to tell the doctor about new symptoms? Do you want information? A change in medication or referral to a specialist? If you could achieve only one thing on this visit, start with that. 

· Keep your questions and information short and to-the-point; focus on the important information. Doctors can be overwhelmed when patients provide a lot of extraneous information. Also, busy physicians can become stressed by lengthy, unfocused patient narrative. Writing down your questions in advance will help you phrase them well when you are in the office.
· Consider talking with a nurse or physician’s assistant to get your questions answered. Or, a pharmacist may be able to answer questions about medications. Sometimes, these professionals have more time to make sure you have had your questions answered and  you understand the information.

· Bring a list of your medications – both prescription and over the counter – as well as herbal supplements and vitamins. Give the list to your doctor to put in your file. Note if there are medications that you have questions about or that may be giving you trouble.
· Keep a symptom diary to track how much impact the FMS is having on your life. This shows the doctor how much the FMS is affecting your life.

· Communicate your treatment preferences politely but directly. For example, if you do not want more medications, ask your doctor what alternatives you have. 
· If you have trouble remembering what the doctor says, consider bringing someone with you who can listen and remember or take notes. Ask the doctor if you can get instructions in writing.

· Don’t assume that all your complaints are due to FMS. Ask if there are any other conditions that could be causing some of your symptoms and treat those other conditions when possible. 

· Ask what the different tests and medications are for. The more you understand, the better you can partner with your doctor.

· Remember that, although the doctor knows medicine, you know your own body. Be willing to say if something does not feel right.

· [image: image5.wmf]If you are taking a lot of medications, periodically ask if you still need all of them. Talk with your doctor about medications before changing them; sometimes there are good reasons why you should not stop.

· Ask what more you could be doing to take care of yourself or to manage pain or sleep problems.  Briefly describe your self-care strategies and ask if you should be doing more or doing something different.


While these suggestions can help you work more effectively with your doctor, sometimes you may find yourself struggling to make the patient-doctor relationship successful. You may need to find a different doctor – someone with whom you can develop a more collaborative relationship. Remember that your doctor is human, too. FMS is a complex condition with no simple treatment solution that works for everyone. Your doctor may feel as overwhelmed and frustrated as you are. 

In spite of all these suggestions, you may find yourself in a problem patient-doctor relationship. Unfortunately, there are still some doctors who do not consider FMS a real disorder – they may treat you as though it is “all in your head.” FMS is a real, medical condition and you do not deserve to be treated as though you are imagining it.  If your doctor does not believe FMS exists even after it has been accepted by the medical community for almost 20 years, you are probably not going to change his opinion. You may need to find a different doctor.
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You should never be made to feel guilty or ashamed of your condition or your complaints. You did not ask for FMS and you did not do anything to deserve this disease. However, you also have to realistically consider whether you are doing everything within your power to help yourself. Depression and hopelessness can leave many people with chronic diseases without the motivation to take care of themselves – e.g., get proper exercise, participate in stress management, eat healthy foods, use proper body mechanics and pacing strategies.  


If you are still having problems interacting with your doctor, consider some basic principles of communication. First, be sure you understand what the other person is saying: ask for clarification. Second, don’t expend energy blaming the other person; think about how each of you may have contributed to the misunderstanding and how you can avoid such misunderstandings in the future. Third, try to articulate why you feel upset or unhappy with the interaction: did it make you feel anxious, depressed, angry, abandoned, etc?  When something isn’t working for you, try to articulate the problem in terms of behaviors: “When you say/do X, it makes me feel Y.” These communication strategies may help you clarify and improve relationships with your doctors and others helping you manage your FMS.  Good luck!
September Potsdam Meeting: 

The Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Thursday, September 28th meeting will be The Doctor and Patient Relationship. Members who own the Taking Control of Fibromyalgia book can read the chapter by that title. Share strategies for developing good relationships with your doctors. The group meets at 6:30 in Clarkson Hall at 59 Main St. For more info, contact Canton-Potsdam Hospital Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460 or email Lnrussek@clarkson.edu.
September Massena Meeting: 


The Massena Fibromyalgia Support Group’s Tuesday, October 10th meeting topic is The Doctor and Patient Relationship. Discuss strategies that work for you. The group meets at 6:30 in Massena Memorial Hospital. For more information, contact facilitator Maxine Dodge, at 769-5778 or maxinesbeach@wmconnect.com. 

This newsletter is a joint effort of Clarkson University and Canton-Potsdam Hospital. If you would prefer to receive these newsletters electronically, please send your email address to gilberta@clarkson.edu. You can access current and previous Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Newsletters on our web site: www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG.          
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