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Foreword to first edition 

[image: ]




It is hard to change. Often, we get caught in a rut, existing rather than living in the mad ‘hamster wheel’ situation that many of us find ourselves in. But is it enough to wait until you are at breaking point before you decide to do something about your crazy lifestyle? 

I have witnessed many doctors at that breaking point. Some of them even cried uncontrollably when they suddenly realised that they were not in control of their lives. I didn’t just want to pass them a tissue. I wanted to do something about it. So, I commissioned Susan Kersley, to write a series of articles for Career Focus in BMJ Careers to help our readers realise that they could be in control of their lives and spiralling workload. 

I received extreme reactions to some of her articles: some hated them, others loved them. Some saw them as glorified common sense and others as a prescription for change. As an editor, it is always satisfying to know that something you have published has caused a reaction. It means that your readers’ apathy has turned into action. So, I wasn’t bothered about the negative feedback. I knew her articles were being read across the world. Every time I published one of Susan’s articles, the number of web hits we had would soar. 

Maybe it is uncomfortable to read something that makes you realise how miserable your life is. Maybe it is too unbearable to try and change. Susan certainly hits your vulnerable spot but also leads you through what practical things you can do to make a difference in your life. 

So, take a deep breath, take courage and read on. You will not regret it. 

Dr Rhona MacDonald, Former Editor, Career Focus, BMJ Careers.
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Foreword to the Second Edition
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It is difficult to be a consistently caring and compassionate doctor if you are not happy with your own lot. That’s all day every day, throughout your career. Actually, it’s a difficult challenge even when you are happy with your lot –working in such a high-pressured environment as the NHS with a regular quota of emotionally draining work. You can lose perspective and get drawn into a way of life that is dominated by work. You’re either at work or recovering from being at work, and so missing out on the out-of-work activities and fun that used to counterbalance work and worries. 

Use this book as your personal guide to how to make changes to your working and home lives so that you can thrive – at work and in your wellbeing in general. When you have worked out what to do – perhaps with a mentor or life coach or your partner, as Susan Kersley recommends – you can plan goals that you’ll actually achieve, you can have a life and be a doctor too. The working side of your life will be all the better for that. 

Susan says ‘This book is the catalyst for the life you want.’ It is, so long as you read through it, reflect on what it means for you, and put your resolutions into practice in both the short and long term. That takes some doing, and Susan will give you the insights and framework you need to visualise your future and make it happen, as you want it to. You can rediscover your old hobbies, work out a better balance of work and leisure, renew and strengthen your relationships with your partner and family, friends and colleagues. Sounds like a dream? Well make it come true by reading and working through this book. 

Ruth Chambers, General Practitioner, Clinical Dean at Staffordshire University Professor of Primary Care Development at Stoke-on-Trent Teaching PCT GP Adviser on GP Recruitment and Retention to Shropshire and Staffordshire Strategic Health Authority. 
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Preface to the printed book
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Since the first edition was published in 2003, there is more recognition of doctors’ needs to deal with the stress and overwhelm of their professional lives today and also their entitlement to a life outside medicine. This book gives gentle guidance and asks challenging questions to enable more doctors to have a life. 

Those who experience the benefit of support from a mentor or a coach know how empowering this can be. However, there are still too many doctors reluctant to admit that they might gain benefit from engaging with this process. It is my sincere wish that this book will introduce those doctors to some of the tools offered by life coaching, so that they can use these to transform their lives.  You may find that the contents of this book are largely ‘common sense’. Perhaps it is, but common sense may be the forgotten ingredient in the lives of many busy professionals who don’t stop to ‘have a life’. This edition has been revised where necessary and has some extra ‘case studies.  I hope you find it a catalyst to transform your life. 

Susan Kersley, 2005 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface to the digital version
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I am delighted that I am able to offer you the digital version of my book that is also available as a printed book. By making it available in a digital format more people will have access to the content and may then go on to purchase the hard copy edition. Susan Kersley 2014


Everybody gets so much information all day long that they lose their common sense.  Gertrude Stein 

Common sense is not so common. Voltaire 
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Aims for ‘Prescription for Change’ 
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	To promote more self-awareness by encouraging personal development. 

	To educate doctors about the benefits of life coaching. 

	To promote the more widespread use of life coaching amongst doctors 









at all stages of their career, both for themselves and their patients. 
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Susan Kersley has written a very positive book, which I'm sure, will help doctor readers to get a grip on controlling their lives. This book should inspire doctors to see that they can change their work and home lives to do what they have always wanted to do – but haven’t yet ... 

Dr Ruth Chambers, Professor of Primary Care Development, Staffordshire University 

The quality of your life depends on the quality of the questions you ask. Taking even a small amount of advice on offer, asking even a few of the questions Susan poses, whilst acting on your answers will radically change the quality of your life, whether or not you decide to change direction. Reading this book will help reduce stress and mental ill health amongst doctors and that can only be good for the practice of medicine. 

Lizzie Miller, Secretary, Doctors Support Network, Occupational Health Physician 

I am not a doctor, never have been and never will be ... but I experience similar problems with stress, overwork and frustration in my own career. Susan Kersley’s brilliant and original advice on getting better harmony and more fulfilment in life is a terrific inspiration to us all – just what the (well-balanced) doctor ordered. Mark Carwardine, best-selling and award-winning writer and BBC Radio 4 presenter 

‘Just because you are a doctor, it doesn’t mean you have to be one.’ So advised a friend of mine, and I’ve never looked back. But there are lots of good things about medicine I miss, and if I’d had access to such inspirational, supportive, optimistic and insightful coaching as this, I might never have felt the need to leave. Thoroughly recommended, whatever you end up doing with your life. Phil Hammond, writer, broadcaster, comedian and resting doctor 

Susan Kersley is a doctor turned life coach, whose name is familiar to many who read BMJ Careers. Now, her snippets of wisdom have been put together in a book. As doctors, we may find it easy to write prescriptions for our patients. But how can we do the same for ourselves if our lives are not satisfactory? Change has to come from within – there is no one else who will do it for us or give us a little pill to put things right. Susan starts off by getting the reader to work out whether personal lifestyle improvements need to be made. Then she goes on to suggest how. A lot of it sounds like common sense, but if that is the case, why is it so difficult to implement? She advocates breaking tasks down into manageable chunks, rather than being daunted by something that is apparently impossible. She comes up with some startling insights – for instance, ‘The way you live now has some stability. Even if you aren’t happy ... you live in your comfort zone.’ This description would be familiar to many. The theory is interspersed with case studies about doctors, which make it more real. There is also a whole chapter devoted to detailed scenarios. The book is written in a conversational, down-to-earth style that is mostly easy to follow. Overall, I would thoroughly recommend this book to doctors, to help themselves, their families or patients. 

Dr Rachel Hooke, review published on www.doctors.net.uk website 

Why did you choose medicine as a career? Was it because you wanted to use your knowledge to make people better? Or perhaps you felt the money was good? Or maybe you wanted the respect or the status? Whatever the reasons, over the years you may have come to regret your choice. You may be desperately wishing that you had done things differently and your dissatisfaction may be manifesting itself in a variety of different ways, e.g. an unhealthy lifestyle or a short temper. 

Susan Kersley’s inspiring book illustrates just how it is possible to improve your life and lot by following some simple principles. 

Changing your life can feel very uncomfortable and it is very easy to procrastinate. You need to set out your goals clearly – it’s not helpful just to wish vaguely for an improvement in your life. Your goals must be realistic. For instance, dreaming of being a rock guitarist instead of a GP is unlikely to be achievable if you’ve never picked up a guitar in your life. But you could take up guitar lessons instead of crashing out every night in front of the TV! Bit by bit you can start to change things but it’s up to you to start the ball rolling. 

Read how to become more time aware and how to say no to tasks that you should not be doing. Doctors don’t like to say no – by doing so, we feel uncaring and unreasonable. 

After all, aren’t we supposed to help people all we can? A healthy body and mind are vitally important; we need to look after number one rather more. How 

many of us compound our problems by smoking, eating and drinking to excess? 

When we are ill, do we take time off and seek medical help or do we soldier on and self medicate, to the detriment of our patients and ourselves? 

Although at first this book made me squirm as I drew parallels between the case studies in it and my own circumstances, it showed me the way to change my rather blinkered thinking and will, I am confident, give many doctors the means to transform their unhappy existences with sound advice and guidance. If you are not happy with your career in medicine and you want to do something about it, I would strongly suggest that you read this book. 

Dr JM Sager, General Practitioner, Leeds 

Introduction 

A few years ago, frustrated by diminishing resources, unrealistic expectations from patients, managers, Government and the low morale of colleagues, I decided it was time to do something different. 

My seven-mile journey through the rush hour took nearly an hour. I stopped and started, edging forward through the underpasses of Birmingham, fed up with traffic jams and aware of the recurring thought, ‘I don’t want to do this any more...’

Over several months this feeling spread from the car journey to issues about my work too. I was the senior family planning and women’s health doctor for a community trust. Clinics were busier each week, staff morale was falling and patients’ anger increasing. All this was happening against a background of budget cuts to reach targets to gain greater efficiency, allegedly. Since locums were no longer available, return from holidays meant a greater workload. I knew I wanted to change my life but wasn’t clear about the details: the ‘how’, ‘what’, ‘when’ or even the ‘why’, I began to ask the question, ‘Who am I, apart from a doctor?’. 

I talked to various people about my wish for a different sort of life but my ideas were dismissed. Colleagues and friends showed their concern. They said ‘You’ll miss it’, and ‘You’ll long to deal with patients.’ They tried some emotional blackmail too: ‘You are so good at what you do’, ‘The patients always ask for you when you are away.’ There was no encouragement to do what I truly wanted. With hindsight, what I desperately needed was someone, anyone, prepared to listen, challenge and support without judgment. What I heard instead were comments based on the listener’s personal reaction to me, a doctor, who wanted to leave medicine, after more than 30 years, to change my life. 

If only I had known about coaching then, my transition could have been much easier. A life coach might have said, ‘go for it’, and encouraged me with, ‘whatever you want in your life is what is right for you’. This would have validated, valued and motivated me to achieve more quickly. However, at the time, I’d never heard of coaching and how useful it might be. On my own I found it easier to remain in a situation with which I was familiar, even though I knew very strongly I wanted something else. I was comfortable in my discomfort, at least for the time being. Nevertheless, the feeling stayed with me until, at last, I had to answer the call. 

So what did I do? Eventually, I found the courage to write my letter of resignation and take early retirement. It was a very difficult and somewhat scary decision to make. At last, I knew I had done the right thing because something magical happened. 

Although people kept telling me that ‘I could always do some locums’, I knew it intellectually, but emotionally I was convinced that this was it, the start of a new journey. Since then, I’ve enjoyed travelling from Alaska to Antarctica, reading and writing novels, and discovering who I am without the doctor label. I’ve trained and now practise as a life coach, enabling and encouraging stressed and overworked doctors and others to become more fulfilled in their professional roles while achieving a better balance between their work and the rest of life. 

This has been a time for me to re-invent myself and find a new way of life, another way of fulfilment. Since leaving medicine I’ve learned new ways to use my life experiences as a doctor, a professional and as a person. 

Now I’m passionate about working with doctors and enabling them to improve their lives. I know doctors can be happier and more fulfilled by applying coaching techniques. You can improve not only your working and personal relationships but also have a better work–life balance, look after yourself more and have fun. 

Although, for me, the way forward was to leave medicine, I truly believe that doctors can improve their lives while remaining in the profession. 
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PART ONE: YOU CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE
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Change has a considerable psychological impact on the human mind. To the fearful it is threatening because it means that things may get worse. To the hopeful it is encouraging because things may get better. To the confident it is inspiring because the challenge exists to make things better. King Whitney

––––––––
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What we call the beginning is often the end. And to make an end is to make a beginning. The end is where we start from. TS Eliot 
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1. Life coaching and doctors 
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What would make your life better? 

Could it be any or all of the following? 


	improved communication skills 

	better relationships  

	a more effective use of time 

	better self-care 

	a clear focus on what is important for you 

	an understanding and application of boundaries 

	giving and receiving support 

	more balance between work and home life 

	happiness 

	feeling valued. 



If you know something is missing in your life and want the opportunity to reflect on your medical career and change the way you deal with challenges, then life coaching, which is for successful people, may be for you. Like many doctors you may be unhappy, especially if you believe you are overworked, underpaid, inadequately supported, have falling status, are worn out by change, have less control over what you do and are increasingly accountable. 

The National Health Service (NHS) is deteriorating as politicians raise patients’ expectations of what is possible. As you become more harassed the quality of your patient care might be affected. 

Does life as a doctor have to be like this? 

Life coaching offers you support, discussion, encouragement and motivation, enabling you to deal better with the strain of being a doctor. By developing enhanced relationship and communication skills, the way you deal with difficult colleagues or patients can be improved.

Coaching provides you with the chance to re-think what you value in your life. A life coach is there for you, encourages you to follow your own agenda and gives you the opportunity to talk to someone who listens fully. This can provide a new perspective on a situation. A challenging question or two may strike a chord, help you recognise patterns in your life and decide how to change them. The process can empower and motivate you. When you recognise and satisfy your own needs you become even better at what you do, which is important for coping with the ups and downs of life. 

Coaching opens your eyes to parts of life that you have neglected and encourages you to introduce new habits to improve your fulfilment in areas unconnected with work. 

If you are experiencing the frustration, stress, low morale, disempowerment and overwork of being a doctor, this may become detrimental to you, your wellbeing and the health of your patients. When you are fit emotionally and physically, you and also your patients benefit. 

A life coach listens, reflects and encourages you to set and reach your goals, by helping you to focus on specific actions and steps. Rather like a sports trainer to a champion, a life coach encourages you to go that little bit further than you would on your own. 

How does life coaching differ from counselling? 

Life coaching is a forward looking, active process, whereas counselling tends to deal with and explore emotional issues from the past and cope with crises. 

Life coaching is about improving the quality of your life and creating what you want in it now and for the future. It enables you to close the gap between how your life is and how you would like it to be. It encompasses all areas of life, not only your career. 

The medical model 

You are used to patients with unrealistic expectations of what you can do. The traditional model is of the doctor with all the answers, able to cure everyone and everything. This misconception by your patients, and possibly believed by you too, includes the belief that you are superhuman and cannot possibly have any health problems yourself. Sadly this is not the case and you, like many doctors, may find it difficult to deal with your own mental or physical illnesses and recognise your own needs. 

As a frustrated general practitioner (GP) or doctor working in hospital or the community, you are likely to be part of a multidisciplinary healthcare team so the way patients are treated is often arranged to fit around reaching the latest government targets (such as reduction of numbers on the waiting list), which may or may not be related to clinical need. Managers have the final say about much of what you do, and you might not have been part of the decision-making process. You may be fed up about being at the mercy of a system which you believe you have to put up with because it can’t be changed. 

The coaching model 

In an ideal world you would work and cooperate well with colleagues and managers, listen to each other and recognise that everyone involved has something to contribute. 

Every member of the team would respect and value each other. Your medical skills would be used appropriately and non-medical tasks delegated correctly to others trained to do them efficiently. You would learn new skills regularly to keep up to date and work even more professionally. Moreover, you would have the time and energy to have a happy and fulfilling life outside work, since you are clear about setting and maintaining boundaries and have excellent communication skills with patients, colleagues and managers. 

Women doctors 

Women doctors have twice the rate of suicide of other women.In spite of opportunities for job sharing and part-time appointments, full-time colleagues may resent this.

There are now more women than men qualifying in medicine. The culture of the medical profession is slowly recognising this. However, if you are a female doctor, you have added stress possibly in relation to: 


	a desire to succeed in your chosen specialty while being aware of your biological clock and worrying about the ideal time to have children

	coming to terms with not having any children. 

	if you have children – concerns about adequate childcare. 









However well organised you are, there may be problems, such as having to stay with a patient, knowing that your child is waiting to be collected from school or wondering if your child minder will be able to comfort your sick child. 

Medicine, like being a parent, can be an all-encompassing way of life, not just a job. As a doctor, you are involved in looking after everyone else’s needs while, perhaps, neglecting your own. 

Life coaching: is it for doctors? 

It is widely known that there is low morale and frustration amongst doctors in the NHS. The word ‘doctor’ seems to be permanently linked to the word ‘stress’. There are harassed consultants and GPs buckling under the strain. 
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