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Call for Stories 
 

Providing Care When Patients Are “Difficult”  
Symposium Editor Autumn Fiester, PhD   

 

Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics will publish a collection of personal stories from healthcare professionals 
who have worked with patients whose behavior, attitudes, or life situations make care difficult. 
(Healthcare professionals include physicians, nurses, allied health professionals, hospital chaplains, social 
workers, and healthcare ethics consultants.) Approximately 15% of adult patient encounters are with patients 
described as “difficult,” and these encounters often evoke feelings of dread, frustration, and anger in healthcare 
professionals. Verbal or physical abuse of staff, repeat hospital admissions due to self-injurious behaviors, and 
unusual beliefs about health may make care difficult. In other cases, patients may lack the resources or social 
support to follow treatment protocols. Additionally, healthcare providers may bring biases or inaccurate 
assumptions to patient encounters. This symposium aims to learn from health professionals’ stories to explore 
constructive responses to these challenging situations. 
 

We seek first-person stories from healthcare professionals who have gained important insights from 
working with so-called “difficult” patients. We want true, personal stories in a form that is interesting and easy 
to read. Please share this invitation and guide sheet with those who may be interested in sharing a story.  In 
writing your story, consider these questions:  
 

• Describe an experience of working with a “difficult patient.” When did you first begin to think of this 
patient as difficult? What set of behaviors made it challenging to care for the patient? How did other 
healthcare professionals perceive this patient?  

• In what ways did social, economic, or institutional forces contribute to the difficult patient-professional 
relationship? How did you attempt to mitigate the harmful effects of these forces?   

• Did your bias contribute to perceiving the patient as difficult? If so, how did you work to correct your 
biases to better understand the patient’s needs and wishes? 

• Did you or others consider the patient to be nonadherent? If so, what lead to this opinion? In what ways 
might the perceived nonadherence have been an attempt by the patient to self-advocate? 

• As a healthcare professional, what obligations did you think you had to this “difficult patient”? When, if 
ever, is it appropriate to terminate the patient-provider relationship or ask a manager to reassign the 
patient’s care to a co-worker?  

• Were there any tools or strategies you found helpful in fostering and maintaining a therapeutic 
relationship with the patient? What insights have you gained from your own experiences? 
 

You do not need to address each of these questions—write about the issues that you think are most important 
to share. If you are not a writer, tell your story in your words and our editorial staff will help you. 
 

If you are interested in submitting a story, we ask you first to submit a 300-word proposal—a short 
description of the story you want to tell. Inquiries or proposals should be sent to the editorial office via email: 
narrativebioethics@gmail.com. We will give preference to proposals received by May 23, 2022. If your story is 
invited, we will ask you to submit it within 6 weeks of the invitation. Final stories are 4 – 10 double-spaced pages 
or 800 – 2000 words.  
 

For more information about the journal Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics, the guidelines for authors, and privacy 
policies, visit our webpage at: https://nibjournal.org/submit/guidelines/#symposia 

 

We plan to publish 12 stories on this topic in our print edition; additional stories may be published as online-only 
supplemental material. We also publish 3 – 4 commentary articles that discuss the stories that are published in 
the journal. To see a finished symposium, please visit Narrative Inquiry in Bioethics’ page on Project MUSE and 
click on the unlocked, open-access issue. 
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