
PLEASE CALL US IF YOU HAVE ANY LEGAL QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS.

MAY
2009

Recently, I asked a colleague about the quality of care her
hospitalized mother was getting. “Well, you can at least have
a conversation with her doctor,” she replied. Clearly this was
a big relief. 

High-level skills like reflectiveness and empathy are an
important part of medical education these days. That is all to
the good, of course. But as I noted last May in an article in
The New England Journal of Medicine, medical schools may
be underemphasizing a much simpler virtue: good manners. 

In the article, I described a commonsense method for
spreading clinical courtesy that I call “etiquette-based
medicine,” and I proposed a simple six-step checklist for
doctors to follow when meeting a hospitalized patient for the
first time: 
■ Ask permission to enter the room; wait for an answer. 
■ Introduce yourself; show your ID badge. 
■ Shake hands. 
■ Sit down. Smile if appropriate. 
■ Explain your role on the health-care team. 
■ Ask how the patient feels about being in the hospital. 

Do doctors really need to be told to do such obvious
things? Unfortunately, anyone who has spent time in the
hospital as a patient or a physician knows how haphazardly
such actions are performed, and as Samuel Johnson wrote,
“Man needs more to be reminded than instructed.”

There is a useful analogy here to raising children. The
British physician D. W. Winnicott coined the term “good-
enough mother” in part to help mothers who were overly
anxious about their parenting skills. Rather than worry about
trying to be perfect (whatever that meant), he urged them to
relax, trust their intuition, and realize that their children
needed a mother who was caring, alert, and reliable—
in other words, good enough. 

Similarly, when medical schools try to turn out ideal
doctors, they can miss the opportunity to help them be good
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The six habits of highly 
respectful physicians 
By MICHAEL W. KAHN, M.D.

"Dear Readers: 
I liked this article so much, I actually bought the right
to reprint it and I wanted to share it with you as is." 

enough: perhaps not perfectly attuned to the patient,
but at least respectful and professional. An etiquette-
based approach can promote such behavior. 

Etiquette-based medicine rests on the fact that
patients derive comfort from specific actions—as
opposed to attitudes or feelings—that are independent
of the doctor’s emotional investment in the patient. My
doctor may be tired, preoccupied, or not that interested
in me as a person; but I should still expect him or her to
treat me with the kind of attentiveness and respect I
recently received from a “genius” at the local Apple
store. 

The “genius” was skillful, efficient, and professional,
and solved my problem quickly without feeling my pain
(which had been considerable). I don’t necessarily want
or need to have an exceptional healer, but I would like
to have good service. Patients should command at least
the same regard from their doctors. 

Does this mean surrendering medicine’s nobler
values in the service of mere client satisfaction? Not at
all. Consider one more analogy: A developing country
may make a major investment in M.R.I. machines, an
essential element of up-to-date medicine. But that
money will be misspent if the country lacks enough
antibiotics and doctors to prescribe them. 

By the same token, trying to cultivate deeper human
sensibility in doctors will be an inefficient use of scarce
educational resources if those doctors cannot make the
time to sit down, introduce themselves, and make eye
contact with their patients. Training good-enough
doctors should be like fluoridating the water supply or
vaccinating children: uncomplicated, routine, relatively
inexpensive—but with widespread and long-lasting
benefits. 

Michael W. Kahn is a psychiatrist in Boston.
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I thank You God for most
this amazing day…
by e. e. cummings (1894–1962)

Edward Estlin Cummings was born in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. He earned a B.A.
and an M.A. from Harvard University. During
World War II, he worked as an ambulance driver
in France. Shortly thereafter, he was imprisoned
in a military detention camp in Normandy for 
31⁄2 months.

I thank You God for most this amazing day: 
for the leaping greenly spirits of trees
and a blue true dream of sky; and for everything
which is natural, which is infinite, which is yes.

(I who have died am alive again today,
and this is the sun’s birthday; this is the birth
day of life and of love and wings: and of the gay 
great happening illimitably earth.)

How should tasting touching hearing seeing
breathing any—lifted from the no
of all nothing—human merely being
doubt unimaginable You?

(Now the ears of my ears awake and
now the eyes of my eyes are opened.)

✦ Accident-related amputation
✦ Any type of work-related injury
✦ Birth-related injury or death
✦ Brain and spinal cord injury
✦ Construction-site accident injury 

and death
✦ Defective-product injury and death
✦ Medical negligence or malpractice

injury and death
✦ Motorcycle-accident injury 

and death

We also counsel on…

Did you know?

As our practice continues to grow, so do the
legal needs of our many, diverse clients. Someone
referred you to us because of word-of-mouth
about our assertive handling of civil litigation
matters involving serious injuries or wrongful
death.

However, many clients also ask if we 
handle other legal matters—and we often do.
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For FREE books and FREE reports, visit
my Web site at www.FreeInjuryBooks.com.

✦ Nursing home injury and
death

✦ Punch-press injury
✦ Serious animal bites
✦ Truck-accident injury and

death

If you or someone you know
has been involved in a situation
listed above, please contact us

immediately.


