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Soapbox: A War with Words
By Jill Golde, Partner; Language of Caring, LLC

After I conducted a webinar recently on “Words That 
Transform the Patient Experience” sponsored by the Institute 
for Patient and Family-Centered Care, Kelly Heard from 
Provident Health Care reached out to thank me for taking 
her question about strategies to address the pervasiveness 
of the “War Metaphor” in health care. She had been inspired 
to rethink the War Metaphor and its impact after hearing Edres Alen-Agbro’s 
Ted Talk at TEDxBCIT in 2016. Edree Allen-Agbro authored Lead Them Out of 
the Trenches: From Conflict to Collaboration with Ease as she addressed her life 
purpose to “tip the scales from human beings waging war against each other to 
working well with each other.” 

Intrigued, I listened to Ms. Allen-Agbro’s Ted Talk and did some reading on my 
own. The result: I too am concerned about the incessant use of war and military 
metaphors in health care. War metaphors are everywhere — in conversations, 
medical research, news, and discussions about cancer… “the fight against 
cancer, the battle against cancer, cancer kills,” and so much more.

Two Reasons Why the Use of the War Metaphor is Concerning:
1. The war metaphor and the associated words hurt relationships within our

teams and with our leaders.

When we see the world in “we-they” terms, when we use words that reflect a 
hostile approach, we distance ourselves from each other and we breed distrust. 
This makes it next to impossible to reach truly collaborative solutions and to 
trust each other.
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"These words 
don't coexist well 
with "healing, 
teamwork, 
collaboration, 
improvisation, 
and partnership."

War Language Meaning Applied to Health Care
“I’m a frontline 
employee 
(or frontline 
physician), working 
in the trenches.”

 y Implies great 
suffering and need to 
defend against attack 
by a powerful enemy

 y Generals at a 
distance with no clue 
what’s happening in 
the trenches

 y Patient as enemy
 y Hordes of patients all 

demanding care
 y Staff under siege and needing 

to protect themselves
 y Administrators out of touch 

and not caring about staff 
needs or suffering

“We’re 
under siege, 
bombarded.”

 y Attacks from all sides
 y Overwhelmed by the 

enemy

 y Being stretched beyond 
capacity

 y Providers pelted by 
unreasonable expectations 
and impossible constraints

 y Provider as powerless 
victim of administrators and 
insurance companies

These words don’t coexist well with “healing, teamwork, collaboration, 
improvisation, and partnership”— words that encourage and build relationships, 
earn trust and reduce conflict.

2. The war metaphor and use of words like “helping patients fight their
disease” often work against the best interests of our patients.

Many clinicians use and encourage patients to use war metaphors in regards to 
their own health problems.

War Language Meaning Applied to Health Care
“You’re going to 
defeat this battle 
against cancer.”

It’s me against them. 
Adversarial tone

“We’ll fight this together.”

The patient is victorious or 
defeated. They can lose the battle.

“Pathogens are 
invading and 
attacking your 
body’s defenses, but 
you can fight them.”

We must drive out or kill 
the enemy

Patient thinks, “It’s my job to 
overcome the enemy.”

“We have a big 
armamentarium 
already and there’s 
a lot of research 
going on to find the 
magic bullet.”

We have a lot of 
weapons.

We have alternative treatments 
and remedies. We can employ 
them until we find what will kill 
the enemy.

https://www.languageofcaring.com
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Macmillan Cancer Support reported on research that showed the perceived 
need to “fight” cancer is having a negative effect on patients living with the 
disease. When patients view their cancer as “the enemy”, they have higher levels 
of depression and anxiety, a poorer quality of life, more pain, and lower coping 
scores than those who adopt more positive metaphors. They point out too that 
family, friends and clinicians are so focused on telling cancer patients to “fight”, 
even when their diagnosis is terminal, that it’s inhibiting important and honest 
end-of-life conversations. 

While some patients may feel energized by thinking that they can “fight” their 
disease by getting all the best “ammunition”, others ask themselves, “did I lose 
this battle because I didn’t fight hard enough?” Would they have suffered less if 
they hadn’t felt compelled to soldier on, by trying one more type of ammunition?

What metaphor works better than war? Illness as a Journey

Today with chronic diseases more prevalent than fatal diseases, it may be more 
helpful to come to peace with our conditions, so we can better manage them 
and live with them to make our lives as fulfilling as possible. 

It would help to replace military metaphors with more peaceful ones, like illness 
as a journey.

The notion of a journey is cross-cultural and works well with people living with 
a chronic, especially life-threatening illness. Journey metaphors can inspire 
peacefulness, optimism, and a future orientation. Reisfield and Wilson (2004) 
expand on the richness of the “journey” metaphor: 

The cataclysm of a cancer diagnosis can compel patients to examine the 
authenticity of their journeys… can force them to exit the freeway of life on 
which they had been traveling, often on “cruise control,” often at high speed, 
often with little thought of anything but arriving at the next destination. The 
freeway image is typically one of getting to some future state rather than living 
in the present. The alternate byways imposed by serious illness may involve 
suffering and uncertainty… the journey continues throughout cancer treatment 
and beyond. The roads may be bumpy and poorly illuminated at times, and one 
may encounter forks, crossroads, roadblocks, U-turns, and detours. The pace, 
route and destinations of the journey may change, sometimes repeatedly. The 
road may not be as long as one had hoped, and important destinations may be 
bypassed. But the journey metaphor does not countenance such concepts as 
winning, losing, and failing. Rather, there are only different roads to travel, various 
avenues to be explored, and, always, there are exits. Physicians may be trusted 
and knowledgeable guides, accompanying the patient throughout the journey. 
(Reisfield GM et al., Use of metaphor in the discourse on cancer. J Clin Onc. 
2004;22(19):4)

"It may be more 
helpful to come 
to peace with 
our conditions, 
so we can 
better manage 
and live with 
them..."

https://www.languageofcaring.com
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Another Option: No Metaphor at All

The poet Lisa Adams, mother, writer, and cancer survivor, said, “When I die, don’t 
say I ‘fought a battle.’ Or ‘lost a battle.’ Or ‘succumbed. Don’t make it sound 
like I didn’t try hard enough, or have the right attitude, or that I simply gave up. 
When I die, tell the world what happened. Plain and simple. No euphemisms, no 
flowery language, no metaphors.”

One Suggestion

If you want to begin to change this engrained use of military/war metaphors, 
consider initiating discussion with your team about it. Brainstorm the words 
people are using and their potential impact. Then, identify alternative words with 
a more positive impact. We can, after all, CHOOSE our words to support our 
caring mission.

To read more on the use and effects of war metaphors in health care, see below 
for additional resources:
 y Jing-Bao Nie et al., Healing without waging war: Beyond military metaphors in 

medicine and HIV cure research. Am J Bioeth. 2016 Oct; 16(10): 3–11.
 y P Hodgkin, Medicine is war: And other medical metaphors. BMJ; 291: 21-28
 y R Pearl, The roots and remnants of this language of war; Lessons Blog; July 

21, 2017;  
http://robertpearlmd.com/why-doctors-should-stop-speaking-the-language-of-war/

I saw a video on Netflix that caused me to roar with laughter — The Over-
Thinker with Demetri Martin. It’s not about healthcare. It’s not about the patient 
experience. It’s just a very therapeutic stand-up comedy show that might also 
make YOU laugh hard enough to give yourself an internal massage! 

I love this reading list!

I know summer is ending, but I just discovered a phenomenal summer reading 
list from the Gold Foundation. Click on it and you’ll see a short description of 
every book, so you can pick and choose wisely to create your FALL reading list.

http://www.gold-foundation.org/newsroom/blog/ 
2018-summer-reading-for-compassionate-clinicians/
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"Don't make it 
sound like I 
'fought a battle.' 
Or 'lost a battle.' 
Or succumbed."
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FREE Tool-Rich Beryl Institute Webinar Recording!
Key Communication Skills for Patient and Family Advisors:
Enable Your Voice to Be Heard!

Presented by Jill Golde, Partner Language of Caring

Watch this GREAT webinar, in which Jill demonstrates concrete
communication skills for Patient and Family Advisors to help them
become super-effective communicators and fulfill their full potential
to influence positive change.

The Stick-Up

Use this activity to get people moving and jumpstart your meeting
agenda with a flood of fresh ideas.

•Before your meeting, stick blank newsprint on the walls and on
each sheet, write a problem or situation that you want to discuss
in the meeting.

•When people arrive, give them each a pad of sticky notes and ask
them to jot down their ideas and attach the sticky notes to the
newsprint sheet.

•Then, in the discussion, move from sheet to sheet to review and
discuss the ideas and make decisions. 

Let’s connect at these upcoming conferences!

Society for Hospital Medicine; March 6-9; San Diego California;
Hear Dr. Carla Rotering speak on March 9 about patient-centered
communication skills for physicians, and visit with our team at the
Language of Caring exhibit.

The Beryl Institute Patient Experience Conference 2016;
April 13-15 at the Sheraton Dallas Hotel; Dallas, Texas.
Join us for our Pre-Conference Workshop: Leading Your Patient
Experience Strategy to the Next Level. Visit our exhibit to chat with
us and access great resources.

Take a Break from Technology

1. Power off for 30 entire minutes! Turn off your phone, computer,
TV, iPad or whatever other tech devices you allow to command
your attention.

2. Tune into something else.
•Try relaxing music instead of talk radio when driving.

Or even try riding in silence.

•Stuck in a long line at the supermarket? People-watch
instead of grabbing your cell phone.

•While waiting for an appointment or for a meeting to start,
instead of texting, give yourself a hand massage.

STAFF
MEETING
IDEAS

STAFF
MEETING
IDEA
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“We become the most effective helpers when we use the tool of human 
connection.” 

David Rakel

“I define connection as the energy that exists between people when they feel 
seen, heard, and valued; when they can give and receive without judgment; 
and when they derive sustenance and strength from the relationship.”

Brene Brown

Are our patients and teams at war?

Intro: In health care, war or military metaphors are used everywhere. The purpose 
of this activity is to engage staff in thinking about our use of war-related words 
and then to identify alternative metaphors and words that might work better with 
families and staff.

Instructions
1. Engage staff in brainstorming war-related words with patients. Examples:

“You can fight this disease,” and “The cancer cells have invaded, and we
must wipe them out.”

2. Ask the group to work in pairs to identify the advantages and disadvantages
of using war metaphors with patients.

3. Then, engage staff in a second brainstorm: The use of war-related words
among staff and care teams. Examples: “Frontline staff are in the trenches
and the executives (the generals) are out of touch.” “These meetings are a
killer.” “That nurse and doctor need to call a truce.”

4. Again, ask the group to work in pairs to identify the advantages and
disadvantages of using war metaphors in coworker relationships.

5. Finally, ask people to think of alternative metaphors:
 y Metaphors for use with patients that might be more healing than war

metaphors. (E.g. Instead of battling cancer, my cancer journey)
 y Metaphors for use among staff that would encourage collaboration and 

harmonious relationships more than military metaphors do. (E.g. Instead of 
“the enemy”, our partner) 

6. End by asking people to catch military metaphors as they go about their
work and bring them to the next meeting for further discussion.

QUOTEWORTHY

STAFF
MEETING
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STAFF
MEETING
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Achieving an unparalleled patient experience and a culture 
of caring through exceptional communication.

Spread the Resources 
• Forward this month’s HeartBeat email to others.
• Share and tweet!

Jill Golde, MS, Dorothy Sisneros, MS, MBA 
and Wendy Leebov, EdD—partners at 
Language of Caring.

Contact Us!

314 300 7701

PLEASE FOLLOW US!

Join our LinkedIn Group “Patient Experience & Communication” 
and add to the rich discussions.

After the groundbreaking global 
research by The Beryl Institute 
confirmed the primary 
importance of patients feeling 
cared for by their caregivers, the 
Language of Caring team is all 
the more determined to help 
healthcare organizations make 
pervasive caring their 
distinguishing characteristic and 
competitive advantage.

Caring Communication.

 Caring Experience.

Learn more about our
evidence-based solutions.

Language of Caring® partners
with organizations to improve 
the human experience in
healthcare. By engaging staff

advanced, evidence-based 
and clinicians in developing 

communication skills, our clients
achieve improved relationships
and rapport with patients and
families, enhanced clinical 
outcomes, and a culture that
makes caring its defining 
charactersitic.

Making Caring Visible.

Sign up for our 
introductory webinar to 
learn more!

https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.languageofcaring.com/webinars/intro-to-communication-skill-building-solutions/



