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Further Praise for Management Lessons from the E.R.

“Paul’s the Man. I love the analogies between saving a life and saving a business. I’d entrust Paul with both. Every business should have a Paul on call.”

—Guy Kawasaki, CEO, Garage Technology Ventures, and Author, Rules for Revolutionaries

“Truly refreshing! Dr. Auerbach has taken the parallels of medicine and business, added common sense, applied his experience, and produced an entertaining but practical book for managers.”

—Sam Colella, Managing Director, Versant Ventures

“Drawing upon his vast experience as a physician and businessman, Dr. Auerbach shares many fascinating and instructive ‘prescriptions for success’ that will help today’s business leaders to diagnose and treat their business problems. Having practiced decision making in life-or-death situations in the emergency room, Auerbach offers his insights and insightful rules for treating the unexpected daily crises and problems of the business world.”

—H. Robert Heller, Executive Vice President and Director, Fair Isaac and Co., Inc.

“Dr. Auerbach converts years of medical intelligence and experience into practical wisdom for leaders. He clarifies nuances of human motivation and behavior and unveils the real dynamics of effective organizations. Written with wit, insight, and compassion, his style is riveting. Like the grand finale of E.R., this work moves at multiple levels—the crisis that teaches, the relationships that hold us, and the human drive to achieve because it is the right thing to do—and demonstrates the value of careful observation, appropriate response to crisis, and telling the truth.”

—David J. Nygren, Ph.D., Consultant, William M. Mercer, Inc.

“Corporate and organizational leaders face unprecedented challenges, and the need to learn from cross-industry experience has never been greater. In this provocative and instructive book, Dr. Auerbach marries his insights as a physician and businessman to espouse a refreshing approach to management. You’re bound to be stimulated by his candid and creative perspective!”

—Kenneth W. Kizer, M.D., M.P.H., President and CEO, The National Quality Forum

“Dr. Auerbach’s colorful analogies between managing a business and managing patients in the emergency room bring to life the challenges of running a company in a compelling and easily understood fashion. This is not another boring business book filled with long lists of outdated rules. As he does with the comatose patients who enter his emergency room, Auerbach has brought the subject matter to life!”

—Patrick Latterell, Partner, Venrock Associates

“Auerbach offers a one-of-a-kind perspective to business managers. On both money and medicine, the book is as informative as a textbook, yet it is as fun to read as a novel—no, that’s an understatement—it’s as fun to read as watching an episode of E.R. If I had trouble with my body or my business, I’d consult Auerbach.”

—Timothy J. Groseclose, Associate Professor of Political Economics, Stanford Graduate School of Business



“The principles of the book are easy to understand and just as easy to apply. ‘When you circle the wagons, don’t shoot in’ is one of my favorite Auerbach analogies. I have already used it a number of times to help teams from different companies work together toward the development of a multi-million-dollar project.”

—Sandra Holloway, Vice President, SAIC

“Dr. Auerbach presents a sensible, thoughtful guide to running a business and managing all of the challenges attendant therein. His many years of experience handling medical emergencies, dealing thoughtfully, expediently, and respectfully with patients, and teaching these skills to others, combined with his many years of business experience, offer the reader a uniquely sage wisdom. This is not your standard business theory book, but an engaging invitation to rethink management strategy. Dr. Auerbach’s advice is not only valuable in the workplace, but also in daily living.”

—Michael Tucker, President, Books, Inc.

“Paul Auerbach has captured the clarity of purpose for business that emergency medicine by necessity requires. This book effectively underscores the critical business factors faced by every CEO. It’s a great prescription for any company’s health!”

—Barbara Cannon, CEO, Celeris Corporation

“A great concept! Auerbach infuses key business concepts with the clear thinking and humanity of good medicine. The fascinating stories of a busy emergency room allow an objective look at the troubling realities of managing in today’s business climate. A clear, concise, and enjoyable read that will serve both the business novice as well as the more experienced executive.”

—David Kaplan, M.D., Principal, Tillinghast Towers Perrin



“I think the analogy of a business as a living organism, with lots of variables and interrelated systems, is right on. Auerbach’s plan to extend this further by identifying symptoms, diagnoses, and treatments will be extremely helpful to any manager. The fact that the Hippocratic compassion is evident in his philosophy is welcome in today’s world, where top managers who are autocratic seem to promote that fact endlessly, but those who motivate with a combination of the carrot and the stick are more successful in the long run. And that, in the end, is the true win. I think Auerbach is talking to an audience that is focused on quarterly earnings reports and telling them that they are actually engaged in a longer-term process to create a sustainable system. The good news is that his treatment includes many actionable items.”

—David M. Burk, President, Clear Ink

“Dr. Auerbach succinctly reflects the parallels between managing patient care in the E.R. and managing a traditional business. His use of analogies and stories highlights unique insights into modern business challenges. Experienced medical practitioners are by necessity practical, and this becomes even more important if they embark upon a career change. This is a must-read for everyone who considers interactions with people to be at the core of their business.”

—Stephen J. Sullivan, M.D., Venture Partner, Skyline Ventures

“The lightbulb just turned on! I realize why Paul Auerbach is such a good doctor. When I seek a medical consultation from him, he treats me like a client, rather than a patient. He’s a good manager who happens to have great medical skills. I never realized before that the successful practices of medicine and management have so much in common. Like the reading of a mystery, I found myself skipping ahead to find out the appropriate clinical decisions.”

—Patricia Lee-Hoffman, Principal, Triage Consulting Group



“Management Lessons from the E.R. is a real-life, straightforward guide for maintaining the health of a business. This is not theory, but grounded in fundamental human values and beliefs. Dr. Auerbach’s background in medicine and business uniquely qualifies him to prescribe practical approaches to the issues and challenges facing business leaders. His collection of tales bring to life lessons that would otherwise take years to learn.”

—Mark Giresi, Vice President of Operations, The Limited, Inc.

“Dr. Auerbach uses his experiences in a busy university emergency medicine program to explain how some of the approaches to emergency medical care can be extrapolated to other businesses in a thoughtful—and thought provoking—way. He’s able to take concrete examples from his diagnostic and clinical approach to sick patients and define creative methods for addressing financial, administrative, and organizational problems in a business. Using the tools described in this book, any manager can better evaluate the condition of a company and chart a healthy course.”

—Neal H. Cohen, M.D., Vice Dean, School of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco

“As medicine in the E.R. requires continuous decision making, including triage, assessment, and intervention, so does management of a high-potential business venture. With his sharp insights and clear vision, Dr. Auerbach sheds new light on the realities of management. First-time entrepreneurs and experienced managers alike will benefit from an approach that emphasizes human factors and common sense.”

—Jerome S. Engel, Executive Director, Lester Center for Entrepreneurship and Innovation, University of California at Berkeley

“Crisis can bring out the best or the worst in any manager. This book guides us through real-life lessons learned from the quintessential crisis environment of an E.R. while it teaches us what it takes to be prepared. Every manager should take advantage of this advice, particularly in the calm before the storm.”

—Katherine Kim, CEO, Communications Technology Cluster, LLC

“My life has been devoted to medicine—clinical practice, discovery, and entrepreneurship. But until I read this book, I didn’t recognize the logic and power of applying my profession to the greater world of business. Paul Auerbach is world famous as an emergency physician because of his teaching, and now he excels as a business leader. Cover to cover, the book is packed with important insights. As he cares for his patients and students, Auerbach cares for your business. Managers, read this book and be healed!”

—Richard S. Stack, M.D., Managing General Partner, Synecor, LLC

“This book is a wake-up call for all of us in business. The extreme sensitivity to mankind that physicians have developed over generations will need to be a key attribute for business leaders to succeed in the future.”

—Gerard Moufflet, Managing Director, Advent International

“The Advisory Board’s mission is to provide valuable insights and information to business leaders. We identify trends and best practices in order to guide the thinking of decision makers. Dr. Auerbach has just given us a poignant new approach to understanding organizational behavior. His thoughtful comments about management take into account the need to balance the underlying business objective with the needs of the employees who form the backbone of the enterprise. I’ve seen him in action, and he walks the talk.”

—Frank Williams, CEO, The Advisory Board Company



“Dr. Auerbach uses his unique background as an accomplished physician and businessman to dispense highly effective prescriptions for business managers. His medicine for business goes down smoothly and should improve the health of many ventures!”

—Gil Kliman, M.D., M.B.A., General Partner, Interwest Partners

“This is an entertaining treasure trove of a doctor’s common sense that translates into financial wisdom. Dr. Auerbach offers a clever synthesis of bedrock principles from the worlds of medicine and business—the Merck Manual meets The Wall Street Journal.”

—Donald Dafoe, M.D., Samuel D. Gross Professor and Chairman, Department of Surgery, Thomas Jefferson Medical College

“Anyone who manages a company, whether a struggling start-up or a Fortune 100 success, works long, lonely hours and faces deep lows and exhilarating highs. Anyone who works in an emergency room learns that the first thing to do in a crisis is to take your own pulse. Very few people are intimately familiar with both situations. Dr. Auerbach has directed prestigious academic E.R.’s, advised young companies in Silicon Valley, and guided publicly traded corporations. In this very unique book, he dissects medicine and business, finds similar patterns, and uses provocative examples to challenge the conventional wisdom of management gurus. As a physician-turned-entrepreneur, I wish I had read this book years ago. A definite must-read!”

—Giovanni Colella, M.D., CEO, Healinx

“Dr. Auerbach’s skill, experience, and dedication as an E.R. physician provide valuable insights for anyone faced with the complex challenges of nurturing and healing the organism known as a business. Everyone will enjoy the metaphors that are based on real medical moments, and appreciate their application to everyday issues in the corporate environment.”

—Joseph Feshbach, Executive Chairman, Curative Health Services

“Most business executives would never believe they could learn anything from the way skilled doctors manage their practices, but the lessons Paul Auerbach has learned from his years in the E.R. have clear applicability to the business world. M.B.A.’s have more in common with M.D.’s than they thought.”

—Craig Johnson, Chairman and Co-Founder, Venture Law Group
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“Dr. Auerbach, we need you in Room One. Now.”

The patient wasn’t breathing. His heart had stopped beating and his skin was blue. As I grabbed the defibrillator paddles, I noticed a young observer beginning to swoon. I figured it was the first time he was this close to watching someone die. “Are you OK?” I asked while I shocked the patient and watched his torso rise from the gurney in response to the jolt.

“I think I know him,” the young man whispered.

“Well, take a look.” He came closer and the remaining color drained from his face. “It’s my dad’s partner.” I was doing a venture capitalist friend a favor and allowing his son to follow me around the E.R. because he was interested in a health-care career.

“Better step outside,” I told my friend’s son as I administered a second shock. It was touch and go for fifteen minutes, but I restored my patient’s heartbeat and whipped him upstairs for an emergency angioplasty. He was saved.

Two hours later, I walked into the Dean’s office to discover a colleague who had been raked over the coals for missing his revenue number. My friend shook with anger as he mumbled profanities under his breath. He was about to lose control and worsen the situation. I had been to business school and was a seasoned veteran of the academic trenches.

“Better step outside,” I told him as I began to formulate a plan for how to manage his dilemma. I crafted a strategy and calmed him down. He walked away with a deal instead of a demotion. He was saved. At the time, I was struck by how adrenaline was my hormone du jour. Being a doctor in an E.R. could be helpful in a business situation. The seed was planted.

Soon thereafter, a professor at the Stanford Business School, Gene Webb, invited me to lecture on crisis management.

“Hell, Paul,” he told me, “you probably handle more crises in a week than most corporate execs see in a lifetime. What do you think?”

It was an interesting challenge. How do you convert encounters as diverse as delivering a baby in the parking lot, diagnosing an earache, and managing a heart attack into useful lessons for business managers? Can you diagnose a cancer in your company like you can a melanoma on a surfer’s nose? The easy analogies popped up—Be Prepared (I showed the class a slide of a disaster communications center); Know Your Resources (slide of a search dog); Don’t Panic! (slide of a man who fell off a ladder and embedded a chisel in his forehead); Place Your Best Person in Charge (slide of me in a white coat). When I spoke, the business students easily made the stretch from medicine to management. What really held their attention was the inherent common sense of it all. Everybody can relate to diseases and cures. Certain truisms are universal when framed in the appropriate context.

Soon thereafter, I left academia and became a public company COO, where this concept was constantly reinforced. I became completely convinced that the lessons I had learned in the E.R. were superbly valid preparation for my role as a business leader. I sought the best qualities needed by effective managers, and kept citing examples of behaviors I had come to admire in my life as a physician executive. Brilliant businessmen are insightful, collaborative, decisive, and honest. These also happen to be the qualities of the great doctors.

Today I divide my time between venture capital, advising senior managers in start-up companies, and treating patients in the E.R. What impresses me with each of these activities is that there can be as much excitement (and danger) in managing a company as there is in resuscitating a motorcycle accident victim. Every day, I see fascinating new parallels between the juggling act of a hectic E.R. and all the balls that someone throws into the air to run a business. I’ve become thoroughly persuaded that a healing approach is the right answer for much of what we encounter on the job and in our personal lives. I’m amazed by how I can apply the reflexes and skills of an “E.R. doc” to problems in the corporate environment. I believe these observations can help you, too! Because I’m a doctor, people see me as a problem solver. This book evolved to help business leaders become problem solvers.
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The management gurus preach that you are inside a tornado or bridging a chasm, that you are too trusting or too paranoid, or that you need to downsize, upsize, reorganize, proselytize, sanitize, or “something-ize.” There are rules for chief executives, rules for Board members, and even rules for revolutionaries. This is often momentum stuff. I contend that in the midst of chaos, there are guiding principles, fundamentals that doctors “in the pit” figure out as soon as they face their first cardiac arrest. The best doctors and managers come to realize that there truly are constants in a relentless sea of change. What you always need to know and be able to implement isn’t necessarily trendy. The basics never change. Like any other complex organism, like yourself , your business can be healthy or sick. The same way you need to maintain your physical and emotional health, you need to maintain your corporate health. In other words, when precious vital organs start to falter and fail, it’s time to call the doctor.

We should learn from our successes and failures alike. Merely paying attention and keeping an open mind can identify most of what’s important. Running a company isn’t simple, but it doesn’t have to be that complicated, either. Believe it or not, it’s the same with saving a life. True crises never become routine, but much of the threat and urgency can be mitigated by being as well prepared as possible.

As you read this book, think of a doctor as a manager, and the patient as a customer. Areflective CEO should be able to see the parallels. However, I’m not going to stretch analogies between medicine and business to the point of absurdity. The life cycle of a human being is not the same as that of a company because humans (at least in the year 2002) must be newborns, infants, toddlers, children, adolescents, young adults, middle aged adults, and elders, in that specific order, before they die. In contrast, there’s no biologic clock ticking to force your company to do anything in particular (although we venture capitalists might tell you that there is no such thing as a “CEO for all seasons …”).

I hope you find this book provocative, and can use it to react smarter and more quickly. In the E.R., it’s often all up to you. But remember, while the truly great healers have historically been the finest diagnosticians with incredible intuition, those doctors needed to look things up, too. Realize right now that what you already know how to do is supposed to take less effort—it’s mastering the self-discipline required to continuously learn and improve that’s difficult.

The First Prescription for Success

Doctors write prescriptions. Consider this book to be a prescription for success in business, written by a doctor of companies. For this purpose, it’s important to distinguish between “medicine” and the “business of medicine.” There’s a clear difference between the art of healing and the transfer of money. This book derives its approach from the former, not the latter. It’s not obsessed with economics—rather, it’s about how the thought processes of a healer can be applied to the organism known as a business. The spirit in which I offer my advice is the same as the spirit in which I write a prescription for a patient. First, I try to understand what’s wrong, then figure out what I can best recommend to treat the problem. The pharmacist issues the medication and a few warnings about side effects, and then everybody keeps their fingers crossed. Different people have different reactions to different drugs, but by and large, there is predictability to the method. So it is with the business “prescriptions” that follow. I have managed very effectively as a doctor and as a business leader, so I know what I’m talking about.

Take the time to understand your business and learn from others who have gone before you, so you’ll be in a good position to make diagnoses and apply some excellent cures. Be creative and seek every opportunity to look for situations that lead to opportunities for your business to become the master of its own health. Approach your business with an open mind. Be patient. Observe well. Don’t jump to conclusions. Take two aspirin and call me in the morning. Just kidding.

When you become a doctor, you must set an example, particularly for others who will in time have influence upon others. If you take the correct approach, you will be an apostle of wellness, not disease.
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The doctor’s office is where he or she practices the art of medicine. For me, it’s the E.R. and comes in two parts—the clinical arena and administrative office. In your company, the same holds true. You must deal with operations out on the sales floor or in a factory, while effectively supporting the “back office” and full range of business support systems. When I see patients, my actions are always on display and subject to constant evaluation. Workers who cannot hide in an office are similarly vulnerable. As one ascends the corporate ladder, the opportunities for daily critique diminish while milestones and mathematical performance indicators become measures of success. Senior managers must learn to balance increased responsibility with essential recollections of what key outcomes are considered by customers to represent success. In this section, learn how a physician best resonates with his environment, and how you must resonate with yours.

Every Tale of Rescue Begins with a Story about How the Victim Got into Trouble

Crisis management is predicated upon having a crisis to manage. I can’t begin to tell you how many times I’ve had a patient tell me something like, “Doc, I’ve been spitting up blood for months,” or, “You know, I noticed a year ago that this lump on my back was getting bigger.” Nothing in medicine is more heartbreaking than yielding to a serious illness that could have been eradicated if the victim had sought early medical attention. (That goes double for doctors, who are the masters of denial.) The value of mandatory screening programs is in the recognition that laypersons are not medically sophisticated, don’t always pick up on warning signs, and procrastinate when faced with personal medical problems.

It’s the same in a company. When you hear hoofbeats and look out the window, don’t expect to see zebras. In medicine, a tremendous amount of resources is consumed searching for obscure causes of routine symptoms, perhaps in the name of defensive medicine, but more likely because doctors are paradoxically trained to look past the obvious. With the exception of intentional acts of disruption, such as malicious dissemination of anthrax, that doesn’t make sense. When a person has a fever and throws up, it could certainly be a rare presentation of some tropical parasite, but it’s usually just some community-acquired virus. The investigation should be prudent and cost effective.

Common things being common, there are behaviors within every organization that can serve as the canaries in the coal mine. It’s extremely valuable to list the most likely adverse situations that can develop in your business and to install a methodology to recognize when they occur. The greatest flaws reside in the area of general communication, often with employees and always with customers. Therefore, the most important general screening program in business is customer satisfaction. It’s like pain—when someone hurts, it’s most often a genuine expression of suffering that causes you to investigate and find the problem. Customer complaints or declining satisfaction are just like a report of pain—there’s a problem buried in there—and you need to find out what it is in order to apply an appropriate remedy.

When a problem arises, look for the ordinary causes, not the obscure configurations that are more rare and difficult to unravel. If you need to perform more diagnostics, you haven’t lost precious time, and if you’re on the money, the crisis is solved with a minimum expenditure of effort and money. That doesn’t mean your approach should be simple. Rather, it means that common things being common, most adverse events in business are predictable and easily diagnosed, and therefore should have been previously encountered.

It’s impossible to know what’s going wrong if you aren’t keeping in touch with your business. If you delegate that responsibility down, you’d better be certain that you’ve chosen someone who isn’t afraid to give you the bad news when it exists. You don’t have to shoot the messenger too many times before he’ll stop sending you messages. Under no circumstance should you be out of touch with your customers.

As a doctor, I plead with patients to have mammograms, endure sigmoidoscopies, and lower their cholesterol. If a mole changes color or your chest hurts when you exercise, see your doctor. As an executive, I plead with my employees to keep track of our revenues and expenses, meet with our key staff and customers regularly, understand what motivates the sales force, and remember that I hate surprises, unless it’s a windfall quarter. I expect them to stay in touch. In return, I give them the support they need. If someone comes to me with a problem and I can’t help in a professional manner that enhances independence and motivation in a respectful way, then I’m useless.

Taking feedback is very important, but can be oh, so painful. Introspection and self-criticism have a certain value, but they’re much too soft. Nothing is more revealing than letting your customers and employees tell you what they think. If you set up a way to periodically endure unfiltered comments, this feedback can become the best stethoscope into the heart of your business.

“911” Only Works When Somebody Answers the Phone

Hiking in Alaskan woods, you’re startled by a scream. A young woman stumbles out of the brush, pleading for assistance.

“Somebody help me. Oh dear God, somebody help me!”

Her shirt and pants are torn, she’s bleeding buckets from a huge gash in her forehead, hysteria has overwhelmed her, and as you race to her side, she collapses. You look behind her and see a large brown bear forty yards down the trail. The feral behemoth snarls as it threatens to move closer. You instinctively reach for your mobile phone, then realize that the nearest transmitter is probably at least three hundred miles away. So much for “911.”

Select the best answer:



1. Ignore the victim and climb a tree.

2. Run like hell.

3. Throw the victim over your shoulder and try to climb the tree with her.

4. Make loud noises and try to intimidate the bear.

5. Carry the victim and slowly retreat from the bear. If the bear attacks, cover the victim’s body with your own, curl into a ball, tuck your head, and protect the back of your neck with your hands.

Your decision depends on how much you really understand about your situation—about bleeding, bears, and your personal capacity to manage fear. An emergency rescue isn’t available. One of the first things you need to learn as a physician is to know your limits, to understand what you know and what you don’t know. So, it’s critically important to recognize ahead of time what to do in a crisis, and not count on being able to improvise in a split second during a critical event.

Let’s take this analogy to the corporate suite. You’re the COO. No one in your company except the senior executives is aware that the company’s in danger of missing its first quarter ever. The analysts are skeptical about your sector, so you can pretty much assume that your stock price will get hammered on the news. It also happens that your independent auditors notice a discrepancy in how revenue has been booked and mention their findings to you. This is an error that should not have occurred and its timing compounds your concern. On questioning your Controller, he breaks down and tells you that he was instructed by the CFO to cook the books. Knowing that the Street will hold the entire senior management team accountable, you drop to your knees.

Select the best answer:



1. Race to the CEO and inform him what happened. Seek his input and follow his instructions.

2. Contact an attorney, lay it all out, and establish attorney-client privilege for your personal protection.

3. Discuss your findings with the CFO and allow him to correct the situation if possible.

4. Take your findings to the Board of Directors.

5. Write a long memorandum and deliver it to the Securities and Exchange Commission just before you resign from the company.

How you react depends on the details of the transgression, how many persons are involved, what actions need to be taken to correct the misrepresentation, and whether there is a material impact upon the company and shareholders.

What’s the lesson? A business manager who purports to be in control needs to be up to speed about the worst possible hazards way ahead of when they might occur. If your company is in trouble and, metaphorically, your employees collapse in your arms, do you call for help? Sure, if it’s available. But the wrong time to learn where the fire extinguishers are stored is after a fire has started. Under the assumption that sooner or later someone in your company will be dishonest, you should have thought through how you would handle a serious transgression. Here are some suggestions for this particular scenario:



1. If time permits, gather all the facts. Don’t overreact based on incomplete knowledge.

2. Rank the problems and deal first with the ones that require an immediate response. At the same time, take steps to prevent a reoccurrence. (When a snake bites you, don’t just stand there and take the next bite—back away!) Never trust a dishonest person when he says, “I’ve learned my lesson. It won’t happen again.” After someone has been intentionally deceitful and you have scrambled to save your company, get rid of the troublemaker.

3. Seek early legal advice. Find an expert and establish your credibility as an honest problem solver.

4. If the accounting error can be rectified, do so promptly and with documentation of good intentions.

5. Try not to disintegrate the business to evict a few vile rodents. In all likelihood, the vast majority of your employees are hardworking and law-abiding citizens who would never consider a dishonest act.

6. Put fail-safe systems in place to prevent the problem from ever happening again. Include a compliance program that any employee can use to report a suspected transgression. The submissions should go to in-house counsel or someone who is above reproach and not afraid to confront anyone on any issue.

There’s a great benefit to anticipating problems beyond just dealing with catastrophes. It means that you really need to understand operations, which you may choose to manipulate to become more efficient. For instance, I know that patients who come to the E.R. are regularly frustrated by long waits. If I analyze the steps involved with “processing” a patient, I can predict where things will go wrong, so I can speed everything up when the system starts to bog down. At the same time, I now have the knowledge to preempt the problem in the first place.

The Truth Lies Somewhere in the Middle

They’ll chisel this adage on my tombstone. I’ve probably spoken it more than any other aphorism to move a dispute from defensive rhetoric to the beginning of a resolution. It’s necessary to get people to come off biased extreme positions, or to move from excuses to resolutions.

The intern tells me, “Dr. Auerbach, I asked the patient how much she drinks a day. She told me an occasional glass of wine, that she never gets drunk. Her abdomen was soft and her liver and spleen were nontender. Her skin was normal in color.”

The patient tells me, “That young doctor hardly had any time for me. He kept telling me how tired he was and that he needed to see three other patients before he could go home. I started to tell him about my drinking, but I was too embarrassed to admit that I’m an alcoholic. He was in such a rush.”

When I examined the patient, I took my time. I noted that her skin was sallow, the whites of her eyes were slightly yellowed, and her liver was enlarged with a tender edge. She was clearly suffering from the ravages of alcohol abuse. Why did I get two stories? The intern wasn’t intentionally trying to be untruthful. He just hurried. His story reflected a superficial and inexperienced approach, a very common phenomenon when a patient must be questioned repetitively before the embarrassing truth is revealed. I had the advantage of being more experienced and, therefore, of having been burned many times before.

On another day, a hospital administrator informed me that his E.R. was in disarray because the physician Director was “pissing everybody off.” The administrator wanted me to fire him, just like that, without any investigation. He admonished me, “Take my word for it.”

The entire episode turned out to be based on a single episode in which a patient, who happened to be the niece of the administrator, had sat in the waiting room for three hours suffering from a migraine headache. It had been a very busy afternoon in the E.R., described by the head nurse as akin to “being under siege.”

Invoking “the truth lies somewhere in the middle,” I dug further and learned that the physician Director was generally rigid and not communicative. There wasn’t a good system to move patients when the E.R. was busy, and the nursing staff was campaigning against the Director because he wanted them all to wear the same color uniforms. But as best as I could tell, the guy was a hard worker, got along well with most of the hospital staff, and was making multiple efforts to improve quality of service. I initiated a series of meetings between the Director, nurses and administrator, and pledged to make changes if they couldn’t work out the situation. In doing so, I enlisted the assistance of the administrator, who had felt out of the loop, created a regular path for interaction, and didn’t succumb to a knee-jerk snap judgment.

He said, she said. It’s all about perceptions and the spin woven by the storyteller. When you become the recipient of differing views, consciously or subconsciously, the objective of the storyteller is to get you to take a side and make a decision in somebody’s best interest. The only way to get an unbiased report is to create a climate of anonymity to gather information. As a manager, you hold the ability to bestow praise, escalate compensation, and advance careers. Likewise, you might become a disciplinarian and take someone down. Therefore, discounting all other extrinsic factors, such as the personal integrity of the historians, how often you receive an unadulterated report depends more on your track record of being fair in your response than on anything else. If you want the truth to start in the middle rather than migrate in from the extremes, you must develop a reputation as a person who expects the truth, who listens to all sides, who doesn’t automatically jump to conclusions and who responds with dignity. Furthermore, you should reward others who do the same. When you finally understand what truly happened, then consider the impact of any decision you might make. The intern needed to learn to slow down and spend enough time with his patients to be able to evoke the nuances of a complex history and careful physical examination; the E.R. Director needed to become a better communicator and learn how to coordinate services during a “crunch.”

You can’t be wishy-washy as a doctor, or you will lose patients’ confidence. There’s a big difference in how people ask for help, depending on whether they feel good or they’re sick. The more pressured the communication and the more you succumb to the urgency, the greater the risk for biased input. But a doctor is expected to come up with answers. So, understand how you must triangulate on a difficult problem, hone in rapidly, and get on with it. Companies that perseverate and agonize incessantly over strategic direction are like doctors that can’t make up their minds—they don’t bond with their customers and lose markets to competitors that can find a truth and act on it.

The Patient Who Isn’t Screaming May Be the One in the Most Trouble

A patient who suffers dramatically is easier to diagnose than one who attempts to be stoic. When a person screams in pain and points to her leg, you can be fairly certain where the problem lies, but the gentle optimist who offers only an occasional grimace while her body dips into the danger zone is hiding something horrible and deserves twice the attention.
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