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I had the privilege of working as a scribe in oncology last year. For several
months, we had to severely cut back who was able to come into our clinic. Our
patients receiving chemotherapy still came in person, but family members were
no longer able to accompany them, robbing them of that crucial emotional
support. Many of our other follow-up visits were switched to telehealth: a
safer, but not ideal alternative.

Then, we began to have hope again. The vaccines received FDA Emergency Use
Authorization.

It was exhilarating to document, finally, phrases like, “They report getting
their first COVID vaccine dose.” And, “Their family is fully vaccinated
against COVID.” And, “They were able to hug their (vaccinated) grandchildren
for the first time in over a year.” It did not bring back full normalcy, but
it brought back some patients in-person to our clinic, which felt like a
powerful  first step.

Many of our patients were excited to let us know they had gotten the vaccine,
offering that information up before the doctor had even asked.

But some patients did not get vaccinated. They cited uncertainty about long-
term effects. Others were afraid of side effects or felt they could not take
time off work. Some declined to share their reasons.

The doctor was respectful and thoughtful. I could tell she made the patients
feel listened-to, their concerns heard. She offered polite counterarguments.
She wrote work excuse letters for patients who needed them.

Some patients were convinced by the science. Some were not. There was one
phrase she would use, though, that kept coming back. Of all the approaches
she used, this was the most successful. It varied based on the patient, but
it generally went something like this:

“Think about all you have been through. You have been so resilient. You
endured chemotherapy. Compared to that, getting the vaccine is so much easier
than risking COVID. You trusted me to treat your cancer, so please trust me
on this. Please get it, for me.”

The success of this approach was not universal, but it far outstripped all
other approaches she tried. Perhaps it is because it does not invalidate
people’s fears but instead appeals for two shifts in perspective: (1) it
contextualizes the magnitude of “risk” against something much more difficult
that they have already experienced, and (2) instead of a negative message, it
appeals for trust to triumph over fear.

Brian R. Smith
Stanford, California

https://pulsevoices.org/pulse-more-voices/more-voices-2021/unvaccinated/a-matter-of-perspective/

