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Commonly asked questions about bringing up social problems in the clinic

“It’s awkward/ Surely, patients would prefer not to be asked?”
Not true! You can’t help someone with social difficulty unless you ask about it. But we know that asking about money, housing issues and food insecurity can feel awkward and embarrassing. (1) Interestingly, it has previously been shown that most parents are happy to talk about these issues and want them to be addressed in the clinic (2)  - you just need to do it sensitively
 
“I don’t know what to say”
Don't worry! We've done the work for you. If you don't know where to start we’ve provided suggested scripts for you to use for however long you think you’ve got - just to get you started.  Of course, as you get more comfortable with asking these questions you will develop your own way of asking. We've also included some video examples of how people do it differently. 

“What if I can’t offer them anything to help?”
We get it. You’re a doctor and you can’t fix everyone’s social problems. But this is about acknowledging and validating the difficulties that families are facing as well as pointing to potential solutions. We know that patients report feeling cared for when doctors do ask, even if they have nothing to offer. Our role is about showing solidarity with our patients, as much as it is about treating their medical problems. 
 
“What if I get into trouble with my boss for ‘wasting time’?” 
We all know that access to healthy food, clean water, and safe housing are the cornerstones of good health. Without financial security in the UK, these are no longer guarantees. As doctors, we can provide treatment for the health condition, but if we are sending our patients back home with conditions that contributed to their ill health in the first place, we are doing them a disservice and not treating them holistically. So you can tell your boss: THIS IS NOT A WASTE OF TIME! By providing them with easy access to help and removing the stigma associated with asking/ accessing help we can help address the causes of their ill health. 
 
Also, you can tell your boss it only takes a minute…
 
In the long run, we all need to think about responding to issues like these. Suggest trying a QI project focused on the best way of doing it for your department, and point out to your boss all the great resources we have on our website 
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