T 20 ARHEA S BRI ﬁ H G0 1)

anh
ju |

I TasemReL.

The patient was an 8-year-old California girl with severe headaches. - Her parents, who were both struggling to adjust fo
new high-pressure jobs, took her to Lop nearologists and pediatricians, The child's symptoms, the doctors concluded, were a

response to stress at home. But four or five months later, it became clear that she had a brain tumor and needed surgery.

( When her doctors leoked back at early scans of her brain, they were shocked to see the shadow of a tumor they had
13

previously overlooked.

For Harvard hematotogist Jerome Groopman, who is a fiiend of the child’s pavents, the missed diagnosis.was mbre than
just a caulionary tale. It was the start of an Investigative journey. “People talk about technical errors in medicine, but no
one talks abeut thinking errors,” he explains in an interview: “I realized I had no framework for understanding these kinds of
problems,”

The result of Groopman's journey is How Decters Think, an engagingly written book ihat is must reading for every
physician who cares for patients and every patient who wishes to get the best care. Groopman says patients can prompt
broader, sharper and less prejudiced thinking by asking doectors open-ended questions and learning to identify some of their
common thinking mistakes;

ERROR 1: Doctors, like most of us, are often led astray by stereotypes that are based on someone’s appearance, emotional

)
state or civcumstances. Groopman deseribes this kind of “attribution error” in the case of a nerveus young woman who kept

losing weight even when prescribed a high-calorie diet. Her doctors, convinced that she was lying about her foed intake,
suspected anorexia o;' bulimia, but her problem, diagnosed after years of ill health, turned ouf to be celiac disease —an
allergy to wheat, Had the patient been male or older or less anxious, the doctors might have got it right inn the first place.
ERROR 2: “We all tend to he influenced by the last experience we had or something that made a deep impsyession on us,”
Groopman says. So if it’s January, your doctor has just seen 14 patients with the flu and you show up with muscle aches and
a fever, he or she is more likely to say you have the flu— which is fine unless i’ reaily meningitis or a reaction to a tetanus
shot that you forgot to mention. . )

The best defense — besides giving as complele a history as you can —is to be alert and ready to ask auestions anytime

3}
a doctor says, “There’s a lot of this going around.”

ERROR 3: Physicians typically prefer to act even when in doubt about the nature of the problem. And yet this kind of
“commission hias” can {ead to all sorts of new problems if the treatment turns out to be incorrect.

“Don't just do something. Stand there,” one of Groopman’s mentors told him years ago when he was uncertain of a
diagnosis. This buys a doctor time to think— which is especially important when trying to ensure that something hasn't

been overlooked.

ERROR 4 Groopman cautions that emoticns are more of an issue than most physicians like to adnﬁt.@Doctors who are

particularly fond of a patient have been known to miss the diagnosis of a lifethreatening cancer because they just didn’t want

it to be true, But negative emotions can be just as I)Iinding; sometimes stopping a doctor from going the extra mile, “If you
seuse that your doctor is irrllated with you, that he or she doesn't like you,” says Groopman, “then it’s time to get a new
doctor.” Stud—ies show that most patients are pretty accurate in describing their doctors’ feclings toward them.

Groopman’s book makes abundantly clear that despite all the electronic databases that are being used to improve health

care in the U.S,, a lot of medicine still comes down to a doctor or two puzzling out what might be wrong with your body.
(ks : TIME, March 26, 2007, —#%¥5H0)
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One gloomy day in early 1991, a couple of months after my father died, 1 was standing in the kitchen of my parenls’
house, and my mother, looking al & sweet and touching photograph of my father 1aken perhaps fifteen years earlier, said to
me, with a note of despaiv, “What meaning does thal pholograph Rave? None at all. 11's just a flal picce of paper with dark
spols on it here amd there, It's useless.”™ The bleakness of my mother's grief-drenched remark sel my head spinning because
1 knew instinctively that | disagreed with her, but T did not quite know how Lo express 1o her the way 1 felt the pholograph
should he considered.

After a few minutes of emolional pondering — soul-searching, guite Literally —71 hit uponr an analogy that T felt could
convey to my mother my peoinl of view, and which | hoped might lend her ai least a tiny dearee of consolation. What T said
1o her was along the [0!!0\‘.;ing lines.

“In the living room we have a book of the Chopin &tudes for piano. Al of ils pages are just picces of paper with dark
(1

marks on them, just as two-dimensional and flat_and foldable as the photograph of Dad— and vet, think of the powerful

effect that they have had on people all over the world for 150 years now. ‘Fhanks to those black marks on those flnd sheets
of paper, uniold thousands of people have vollectively spent millions of hours moving thelr fingers over the keyboards of
pianos in complicated pallerns, producing sounds that give them indescribable pleasure and a sense of great meaning. Those
pianists in turn have conveyed to muny millions of listeners, including you and me, the profound emotions that churned in
Urédéric Chopin’s heart, thus affording all of us some partial access to Chopin’s nteriority — to the experience of living in the

head, or rather the soul, of Frédéric Chopin. The marks on those sheels of paper are no less than soul-shards

scallered

remuants of the shattered soul of Frédérie Chopin. Each of those strange geomeiries of notes has a unigque power to bring
i2)

back to life, inside our brains, some tiny {ragment of the internal experiences of another human bheing — his sufferings, his

joys, his deepest passions and fensions — and we thereby know, at teast in part, what # was like 1o be that human being, and
wany people feel intense Tove Tor him. In just as potenl a fashion, looking at that photegraph of Dad brings back, to us who
knew him intimaiely, (he clearest memory of his smite and his gentleness, activates inside our living brains same of the most
central representalions of him that survive in us, makes little fragments of his soul dance again, but in the medium of brains
atlier ihan.his own. Like the score to & Chopin #iude, that pholograph is a seulshard of someonce departed, amd it is
something we should cherish as long as we live.”

Although the above is a bil more Tlowery than what 1 said to my mother, it gives the essence of my message. 1 don't

137
know whal effect it had an her feelings aboul the picture, but that phoeto is stilt there, on a counter in her kitchen, and every

time I look at it, 1 remember that exchange.

(HHL Douglas Hofstadter, T AM A STRANGE LOOP, 2007, Basic Books)
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