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Coping with Malpractice Stress
by
Wayne M. Sotile, Ph.D. and Mary O. Sotile, M.A.
Medical liability pressures are the third leading stressor in medical practice, behind long hours and insurance issues (Autry, 2008). For 95% of physicians, being sued leads to at least periods of anger, depression, family tensions, and career discernment (Charles, 2001).
For more than 35 years, we have helped physicians and their families cope. In this column, we will highlight strategies and tactics for staying resilient during the medical malpractice process.
Recognize Your Risks
The style of coping you learned during medical training may complicate your coping during times of vulnerability. The pain of the malpractice process is fueled by perfectionism; fear of being humiliated; and a general distrust that others will be nurturing when you are vulnerable. If you cloak such emotions with a shroud of withdrawal or anger, they will fester into shame and anxiety, which can fuel a full-fledged malpractice stress syndrome. 
Use the Malpractice Stress Syndrome Checklist
From the list below, check any signs of malpractice stress syndrome that describe you. 

__I am atypically cautious when treating patients
__I am hesitant or refuse to treat difficult cases

__I obsess on case details or on “cover my tracks” documentation

__I am hyper-sensitive to perceived slights or criticism from colleagues

__Due to my embarrassment over this suit, I have withdrawn from my colleagues
__ I find it difficult or impossible to talk with my family about this suit
__ I am questioning my commitment to my specialty
__I am masking my vulnerability with a veneer of anger or indifference

__I am considering changing jobs or taking early retirement 
__ I am atypically struggling with some combination of depression, anger, or other forms of emotional distress
__I am self-medicating with alcohol or other drugs
When facing an unrelenting stressor, the key resilience strategy is to boost perceived and actual control and support.
Accept the Process, and Participate where Needed
Stretch your time expectations. The typical malpractice suite unfolds over a period of two years; sometimes longer. No amount of urgency or obsessing on your part will alter this time frame. Salve your need for control by helping your attorneys and risk management professionals understand fully your side of the story.  If appropriate, participate in selecting expert witnesses. Initiate periodic contact with your attorneys throughout the long months that unfold between any clear events related to the suit.
Recognize that this is a Family Affair
Keeping your distress a secret from your loved ones will only serve to alienate you, confuse them, and generally strain your family relationships. Let your loved ones know what you are going through. Reassure them that the details of the suite are being attended to. Ask for their support, and offer them support. 
Seek Support from Trusted Colleagues 
You may be warned not to discuss details of your case with others. But supportive interactions with trusted colleagues about your own emotional needs and reactions are not discoverable. Let trusted colleagues know what you are going through, and ask for their support. Having self-confidence enough to admit when you are vulnerable deepens others’ respect for you.
Control What You Can
This process can be a marathon. To protect your stamina and resilience, pay attention to the basics of self-care. Exercise regularly. Eat healthily. Avoid self-medicating with alcohol or other drugs. Get a medical check-up. Sleep when you can. Distract yourself from you worries by partaking of  healthy pleasures. Appeal to a nurturing higher power. Learn a relaxation procedure, and practice it. Take care of yourself!
Be Mindful
One antidote to preoccupying anxiety is mindfulness.   Resist the tendency to let malpractice stress disconnect you from the many sacred moments of your work. Try to “harvest” moments of meaning, joy, and fulfillment during your work day.  Countering daily (and inevitable) hassles with uplifts is a key resilience strategy.
Reframe and Re-label 
Embrace philosophies that help you to make sense of this experience. Remind yourself that your profession is not your entire life, and that this malpractice suit is not your entire profession.  As author Sara Charles reminds us, “This suit is not about competence. It’s about compensation.” 
When In Doubt,  Get Physician-Friendly Help
In addition to specialized legal counsel, consider medical, mental health, or coaching consultation from providers who appreciate the special challenges that come with a life in medicine. 
Wayne M. Sotile, Ph.D. and Mary O. Sotile, M.A. are Founders of the Sotile Center for Resilience in Davidson, North Carolina and co-authors of The Resilient Physician (2002) and Letting Go of What’s Holding You Back (2007). They are sought-after speakers and consultants to medical organizations and group practices concerned about physician resilience and ways to make the workplace a positive interpersonal culture. Visit them at www.TheResilientPhysician.com, or contact them directly at Sotile@SotileMail.com.
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