Kent Medical Humanities Network

To be a clinician, or anyone imparting care, is to be on a raw frontline of interaction with another human being, who is suffering and who is utterly vulnerable in that suffering.  It is a great responsibility as well as an immense privilege to be part of this process and this relationship, and it requires certain skills – including our capacity for listening, observation, analysis, empathy and ultimately self reflection. 
Studies have shown that by paying attention to the humanities and arts we learn to develop, nurture and consolidate these very skills. Social sciences allow us an understanding of the wider context in which we live, think and function, thereby allowing an insight into cultural and social understanding of illness and how medicine should be practised in this wider sense. 

Burnout of clinical staff, stemming from host of factors including emotional exhaustion, exhaustion of capacity for compassion, depersonalisation (treating the patient as an object), working in large, busy, faceless organisations, low sense of accomplishment, and feeling disconnected from one’s inner self as well as from others, leads to poor care. Antidote to this burnout is the ability “to be present” with the patient, the sense of “being” with the patient and not in a state of dissociation. 
Medical humanities can provide a window in reconnecting with the energy, passion, creativity inherent within individuals. It allows us as clinicians and care givers to achieve the humanistic practice we all aspire towards. It provides the means, in finding these connections, being a little less stressed, being more gracious, being more thoughtful, allowing more curiosity, and ultimately being more available to our patients. It is reconnecting with the enthusiasm, engagement, and optimism with which we all stepped over the threshold towards being clinicians. 

Within our Trust there is an active Book club, a Film club and a very enthusiastically supported art and photography competition, run by dedicated and enthusiastic staff members. We also hope to allow a vibrant arts programme within the trust including display of art/photography and the power of arts in providing therapeutic benefits. 
We hope to engage staff at all levels and with all kinds of interest to participate in different programmes. We will be working towards awareness of the wider field of medical humanities, allowing more access for staff, so that their working lives may be enhanced and in finding that vital connection with our own selves and with the vulnerable patients we have the privilege to treat and care for. This is a dynamic process, of give and take, and participation will be the key to ensure the success of this endeavour towards medical humanities. 

As a trust we have also joined with other local Kent NHS trusts including Medway, Dartford and Gravesham, and Kent & Medway NHS trusts, to form the Kent Medical Humanities Network, to explore the ideas and resources inherent in the fields of humanities and thereby help facilitate, through an appreciation of the arts, new ways of understanding, expressing and performing within the field of health care. We will be running annual conferences and seminars and workshops to promote Medical Humanities within our work force, and for our trainees, and medical and nursing students. The aim is to engage, both established and newly venturing health professionals to find, through the language and methodology of the humanities, a new, perhaps refreshed and invigorated , approach in understanding the vital link between “wellbeing” and “being well”. 
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