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After a strange pandemic and lockdowns and huge strain on health and medical professionals, I am delighted to offer you the second edition of ABC of Change for Doctors. 

Originally published as a series of articles in the British Medical Journal and then adapted as a self-help book for doctors, the apparent random collection of words connected to letters of the alphabet have ongoing relevance today.

I invite you to incorporate some of the ideas presented in this book into your life and make the changes you want, because:


‘Life is like a spreadsheet, when you change one thing everything else changes!’ Susan Kersley 





Foreword

There’s nothing special about doctors. If you cut us, do we not bleed? We are just human beings, like everyone else on the planet. But all too often we don’t behave as if this were true. Few other professionals have to deal with the traumatic, upsetting, and distressing problems that affect their fellow humans in the same way that we do. When others face these problems, they are likely to get support, an opportunity to unload, and even counselling. Doctors don’t. 

Doctors often feel trapped by their altruism, unable to express how hurt they feel, how difficult they find the work, how unhappy they are with their lives. It doesn’t have to be this way. I remember when I first started to work in my practice, I realised that I was likely to work in that self-same room longer than I had lived – and so it has worked out. But if you keep on doing what you always did, you’ll keep on getting what you always got. And change is the key to our sanity. Whilst it is all too easy to feel sucked into a downward spiral, feeling yourself to be a powerless victim in the never-ending cycle of NHS and societal change, this will be a recipe for an unfulfilled and damaged life. 

Susan Kersley’s beautifully straightforward and logical book shows any doctor how to take back the control. You may not be able to change the NHS, but you can change your life. I’m all too aware that this sentence sounds much like the worst form of psychobabble, but the simple fact is that it really is true. Even the simplest of steps can make a difference. 

A few years ago, I realised that I started almost every day in a negative frame of mind. As a natural optimist this puzzled me. And then I realised that listening to the Today programme on Radio Four with its constant undertone of haranguing cynicism was not the best recipe for contentment. Switching to Radio Five – the same news, many more laughs, and too much football made a real difference. A ridiculous example? Maybe. 

But taking such tiny steps, analysing what is wrong with your life, taking control rather than persisting in habitual behaviour, seeking advice, owning up to the fact that you – the person, the human, and not the doctor – really do matter, can make a remarkable difference to how you face today and the rest of your life. 

I am delighted that Susan Kersley has written this book which can help you make the changes you currently only dream of. As the old cliché goes, ‘life isn’t a dress rehearsal’. You’re on the real stage. Act now. 

David Haslam CBE General Practitioner, Cambridgeshire, National Clinical Adviser to the Healthcare Commission Former Chairman of Council of the RCGP September 2005
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To everyone who wants their life to be different; It’s as easy as ABC to change your life! If you can imagine it, you can achieve it. If you can dream it, you can become it. William Arthur Ward



This book offers you an ABC for change. You can read it from A to Z or read it at random when you have a spare minute or two. And that’s the first challenge: to find the time to have a life. Medicine can engulf you. It doesn’t have to. You can be a doctor and have a life too. Are you ready to find out ways to be a doctor and change the balance of your life? It could be as easy as ABC.


Creating an ABC liberates us from classifying things as rare or beautiful to demonstrate what we care about in the everyday. It is useful in that it levels everything, it reshuffles things and juxtaposes them in ways that surprise and make you think. This can change what we see, disperse our complacency, make things we take for granted seem new to us and encourage us to take action. http://www.commonground.org.uk

Human beings, by changing the inner attitudes of their minds, can change the outer aspects of their lives. William James



Making a major change in your life may take you on a ‘Hero’s Journey,’ (an archetypal, mythical journey, described by Joseph Campbell), with recognisable stages. 

When you think about the major changes you’ve made already in your life you may recognise the features. At every stage of the journey there is always the choice to continue, stay put or go back. 

The journey begins with ‘the call’, the feeling inside you that things can’t go on as they are, that something has to change. If you decide to ignore the call, you may find it stays in you, like a chronic ache. However, if you answer it, then the journey towards your goal has begun. As you move forwards you will find some people who help and encourage you, while others will do whatever they can to dissuade you from the path you’ve chosen. Some people may try to dissuade you because they are jealous or genuinely believe you are doing the wrong thing.

Others may encourage you because they wish they too had your courage and admire what you are doing. At some stage you may find yourself confused, sure you chose the wrong path, and be plagued by self-doubt and questioning. You may feel as though you are in a wilderness or on a rough and stormy sea. It’s all part of the process for change. 

However, if you hang on, you will eventually see a light at the end of the tunnel and reach your goal. When you do, you may feel a strong sense of being where you are meant to be, and that everything on the way was worth it. And yet . . . you may be surprised to find, when you reach the end of your journey, that you feel as though it is like a return almost to where you started. However, you and your life will be different, there will be similarities and connections with how things were before, but you will be happy and content instead of frustrated and overwhelmed. When this happens, the journey will have been worthwhile.
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​​A is for Accept, Anger, Achievable, Answer, Action, Assertive, Ambition, Assumptions
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Sometimes you reach a point in your life when you decide something has to change. You know there must be another way to live. There must be another way to cope with life as a doctor, so that you can have the time and energy to enjoy other things too. The big question to ask yourself is: ‘Are you ready to discover what can be changed and accept the things which cannot?’. If you really want your life to be different you have to explore this distinction. It’s easy to let your daily routines govern your life so much that you are no longer able to recognise there may be another way. 

Look around and notice which of your colleagues seems to be managing more efficiently than you. Notice who goes home on time and who stays late each day. Have you ever considered talking to them about how they get through their clinic faster than you or how they cope with the administration? Doing so might give you some clues about the way you, too, might be more efficient and balance your life and work more effectively. Then you would be more able to decide what you actually want in terms of changing your life for the better. Until you know what your desired outcome is, you’ll find it difficult to decide how to achieve it. When you’ve thought about what you want to do, the next step is to weigh up the pros and cons of all the various options for making it happen. If you say that what you would like is to finish your work in the hospital or surgery on time, and not take any home with you, then you might consider whether this is really what you want. Perhaps you enjoy appearing busy when you are at home and like having an excuse not to do any domestic chores. Maybe you would be bored if you went home with an empty briefcase and wouldn’t know how to occupy yourself during the evening. 

On the other hand, if you know you would be able to enjoy hobbies once again or spend time with family and friends, without worrying about a pile of work, then set your goals and decide to do whatever is needed to reach them. If you’ve been trying to change your life for some time already and, in spite of your decision and determination, nothing ever seems to change for you, then you need to look again at what you say you hope to do. Make your mind up if your goal is potentially achievable by you. If it isn’t something you feel passionately about, then you may find it difficult to make it happen. 

When you recognise that your own needs are as important as those of others, then, however much you wonder about the pros and cons, however much you wonder if this is the right or the wrong way to move forward, you won’t know for sure until you take that big plunge into the pool of uncertainty. You won’t know until you take some action. However tiny that action, it almost doesn’t matter. But doing something is a vital part of the process and the only way to find out how changing something enables you to change the bigger things too. It helps you realise how putting yourself and your own needs to the forefront is a way to become better at what you do. 

Perhaps you are scared because you think your ambition is so immense, you couldn’t possibly achieve it. If so, break your goal into much smaller parts. For example, if you want to change to another specialty and it seems too daunting, start by finding out if any of your current training would be allowed for this. Find out precisely what’s involved in time, examinations and work experience. When you’ve decided what needs to be done, and what the big picture looks like, then decide how to make the steps smaller, and make your mind up to complete them. For example, if you want to write a best seller start with writing articles and step by step build these into a book. 

You might be stuck because you still feel a lot of anger about your life and the way it is, blaming the people who encouraged you to do what now you believe you didn’t really want to do. If you became a doctor because you wanted to please an encouraging science teacher at school, or you grew up with the message ‘everyone in your family does medicine, and so must you’, or you wanted to help people and hadn’t realised what a hard slog it would be and how tired you would get after a night on call, then you need to let go of that frustration. If you think you went into your particular branch of medicine or specialty because you liked the consultant and didn’t want to upset her, then take a step back and re-think your priorities.

What do you want for your life? It’s very important for you to forgive, in order to move onwards. Remind yourself how most people do what they consider is best for their children, friends, relatives or colleagues. However, people did what they did for you because of how they viewed their world, at the time, and were strongly influenced by their own experiences of life. You can’t change the past but you can reassess it. Say to yourself ‘That was then, and this is now’, and be ready to move on and make the changes you want to make. 

Changes happen, point by point. Your initial action might involve a conversation or an email with someone who has done what you want to do. Don’t dismiss this initial research and investigation. Don’t try to predict the answer you might get. People are usually very flattered when you ask them about something on which they are an expert. Do you see, already, in your mind’s eye, how someone might respond? Can you imagine what they might say to you? Are you predicting how you might feel about their reaction? Are you, therefore, not doing something because of how you imagine that person would react to you?

Be clear what you want from them. You might tell them you’ve noticed they get through their work on time each day and that what you’d like is for them to give you some hints on how to do this too. Ask yourself what might happen if they became angry or upset? Visualise for a moment what might be the worst result of your request? And if it happened what might be the worst thing after that? Preparation can be the key to successful interaction. Recognise that your fear is real and many people feel similarly at the thought of doing something different from their usual routine. 

Could you take a risk in order to affect the system in a small way and so make a difference to your life? Will you commit to taking a step out of your comfort zone today? To do this, centre yourself so you can deal with an adverse reaction. Think of your centre as the place below your umbilicus and take a breath into that place. Be like a tree, solid yet flexible, and you will be able to deal with all sorts of things. 

You need to be assertive so that you recognise you have a right to be you and live the life you desire. This involves sticking to your question and using the ‘stuck record’ technique. Say whatever you want to say and just keep saying the same thing over and over in reply to whatever the other person says. If on the other hand you want to answer a request made of you, by saying ‘no’, don’t give too many excuses, which may let the other person come back with counter reasons why you can fulfil their request, 

Let go of your assumptions about your life, yourself, what you believe, and get the balance you want into your life. When you do this remember that being you is as important as your roles in relation to work, family and community. Don’t neglect yourself any longer. Discover who you really are and start to have a life.
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​​B is for Balance, Better, Begin, Body, Behaviour, Bone of contention, Beliefs, Boundaries
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When you look around at the way you spend your days, do you believe your present life is seriously out of balance? Do you feel as though everything is skewed towards hard work, long hours and very little recognition that there is anything much else? Is your life all slog and no play?

If you feel overwhelmed and fed up with life and would dearly love to begin to make changes, then don’t wait any longer. Perhaps something happened to a friend or a colleague, or you’ve noticed how they seem to have a better quality of life than you, and you have, as a result, seen your own lifestyle in a different light. Perhaps you’ve suddenly begun to feel trapped in a way of life which you would like to change but believe you are powerless to do anything about.

However, there are always ways to change by making small improvements to your self-care, or in the way you do your job so that you too can have a more balanced life. This can have a profound effect not only on you but eventually on those around you too. When you make a decision to change something, you have to act differently in some way in order to have a new outcome, and when your routine changes others respond to you in a different way.
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