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The alleviation of suffering is crucial in all of medicine, especially in the

care of the dying. Suffering cannot be treated unless it is recognized and

diagnosed. Suffering involves some symptom or process that threatens the

patient because of fear, the meaning of the symptom, and concerns about

the future. The meanings and the fear are personal and individual, so that

even if two patients have the same symptoms, their suffering would be

different. The complex techniques and methods that physicians usually use

to make a diagnosis, however, are aimed at the body rather than the

person. The diagnosis of suffering is therefore often missed, even in severe

illness and even when it stares physicians in the face. A high index of

suspicion must be maintained in the presence of serious disease, and

patients must be directly questioned. Concerns over the discomfort of

listening to patients' severe distress are usually more than offset by the

gratification that follows the intervention. Often, questioning and attentive

listening, which take little time, are in themselves ameliorative.
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The information on which the assessment of suffering is based is subjective;

this may pose difficulties for physicians, who tend to value objective

findings more highly and see a conflict between the two kinds of

information. Recent advances in understanding how physicians increase the

utility of information and make inferences allow one to reliably use the

subjective information on which the diagnosis and treatment of suffering

depend. Knowing patients as individual persons well enough to

understand the origin of their suffering and ultimately its best treatment

requires methods of empathic attentiveness and nondiscursive thinking

that can be learned and taught. The relief of suffering depends on

physicians acquiring these skills.
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