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During class, we were to watch the film Patch Adams, starring Robin Williams. In the film, Adams is a medical student who starts out as a psychiatric patient looking for help because of his suicidal tendencies. During his time at the ward, he discovered that the doctors assigned to help him were not doing a good job of helping him or the patients. Adams discovered that helping people was something he wanted to do with his life, so he went on to go to medical school. Adams was a unique medical student, in the fact that he wanted to help people not only recover from what ails them physically but also believed that part of a patient’s health is based on their mental well-being as well. Throughout his time at medical school, Adams visited patients at the hospital, helping patients forget about their problems by connecting with them emotionally and through humor. The dean found his unconventional methods a threat to the way that doctors have operated for so long and attempted to have Adams expelled. However, the Dean of Medicine saw that Adams was a very bright student, who also helped improve the quality of the patients’ lives at the hospital, so he decided to keep Adams in the school. Eventually, Adams had an idea of a free clinic, in which he could help the patients with whatever they needed, whether it is physical or mental. Adams used his skills to help many people who needed help. Eventually, Adams would graduate medical despite his unconventional style of treating patients. During the film, there were many issues and theories that were addressed. The five topics I will discuss for this paper include alternative forms of medicine, the eight codes of ethics discussed in class, the systems theory, risk communication and the diffusion of Innovations Theory, and finally Larry Dossey’s article, “Does Prayer Heal.”

In the movie, Patch Adams was unconventional in the way he treated his patients. He wanted to help improve the mental quality of patients. By doing so, Adams introduced a concept to the film known as Alternative Health Care (Class Discussion, March 11, 2010). As stated earlier, Adams believed that the well being of a patient is more than figuring out what the patients’ physical problems are and treating them as an object, but also relating to a patient and improving the quality of life. Many of these methods involved Adams using alternative health care, which are listed in the Alternative Health Care handout. Of those listed, the one, which Adams employed, was the use of Holistic Care. In the handout, Holistic Care is defined as, “emphasizing overall well-being (physical and emotional), with an emphasis on maintaining health, not just curing ailments (Alternative Health Care handout, March 11, 2010).” During the movie, Adams made his belief known that the patient should be treated, not just for their physical ailments, but that doctors should also account for mental well being as well. Adams demonstrated the use of Holistic care throughout the movie. One particular method Adams employed was the use of humor and laughter. During the movie, when the dean walks in and asks Adams what he was doing, Adams stated that, “laughter increases the release of catecholamines and endorphins, which in turn increases oxygenation of the blood, relaxes the arteries, speeds up the heart, decreases blood pressure, which has a positive effect on all cardiovascular and respiratory ailments, as well as increasing the overall immune system response.” While not using any type of medication or drugs, Adams is able to help people feel better and improve the quality of life of patients through the use of humor. Using a holistic method such as laughter is not a method that most, if any, conventional doctors would use and his use of humor and laughter was prevalent throughout the movie.


The next topic that I believe was addressed in the movie was the 8 Codes of Ethics and the Hippocratic Oath (Class Discussion, January 26, 2010) that outlines the guidelines a doctor should follow in order to help patients. Each one of the 8 codes of ethics and the Hippocratic Oath came into play during the movie at some point and Adams view on some of the codes differed from the views of some of the other doctors throughout the movie. However, the dean and some other doctors believed that Adams method was not following the code of ethics. However, I believe that Adams followed the codes. The Hippocratic Oath (Handout) essentially says that a doctor has a duty to help the patient. Adams believes that it is against the oath to make the patients seem like objects or as he states that it is against the Hippocratic Oath to not relate to patients and to refer to them as cancer patients and not by their names as Patch stated during their study session in the library towards the beginning of the movie. I believe that Adams is correct in stating that if the oath says that doctors are to help people, how are they able help people when they give them belittling titles and do not take the time to learn about their patients?
The second part of helping a patient revolves around the 8 codes of ethics. During the movie, it seemed as though the dean felt that Adams methods and thoughts about helping a patient violated these codes. However, I believe that Adams was adhering to these codes and expanding on them as well. The first code is to help people. Adams want to help people was extraordinarily strong throughout the movie. He believed that in order to help patients, you cannot make the patient seem like they are just an object and he does this by using a patients name, relating to them personally and making the patient feel comfortable with the doctor. The next code is to advance knowledge. During the movie, Adams stated many times that he had a desire to advance his knowledge in the field of medicine and learn as much as he could. He goes so far as to state that even if they prevent him from becoming a doctor, towards the end of the movie, he would not stop learning and he would continue to expand on his knowledge of medicine, which is essential because a doctor needs to stay up to date on current treatments, as well as try to become innovated and learn new and improved ways to help patients, which is something that Adams does throughout the movie. The third code is that a doctor is free to choose who they serve. Adams tried to help everyone, even those without health care. During the movie, there were scenes where patients were turned away due to language barriers, no health care or some other reason. These parts which were shown in the movie demonstrates that a doctor and a hospital is free to choose who they serve, but Adams believes that everyone has an equal right to be helped a treated. The fourth code of ethic is deal honestly with patients and doctors. Adams, while using humor and relating to patients was frowned upon by the dean, was an honest method or relating to patients. Adams did not trick patients into doing unethical or bad things. Instead, his method helped improve the quality of patients’ lives and no example is better than when Adams used an unusual method of coping with the patient in 305 in order to get him to relax and improve the quality of his life and the nurses as well. The fifth code is to respect the rights of patients and doctors. Throughout the movie, Adams never did anything a patient did not want him to do and in fact, most of what Adams did with patients throughout the movie helped them. The sixth code is to respect the law and seek changes in patient’s best interest. Towards the end of the movie during the trial, one of the things they were investigating was whether or not Adams was running a clinic and applying treatment without a license. Adams defended himself by stating that he never performed any type of advanced treatment that would require a medical license nor did he run a clinic but rather a home which people came to in order to seek help or advice from Adams and they came and went as they pleased. Part of a doctor’s duty and a normal person’s duty is to respect the law and Adams never violated the laws with what he did. The next part of the code is to seek changes in the best interest of the patient. Adams was always fighting for a patients rights throughout the movie and he wanted to seek change for them because he believed it was in the best interest of the patient to treat them a certain way, however unconventional. The eight codes is a responsibility to improve community. By opening a free clinic and helping those in need regardless of income or standing, Adams followed this code because he was trying to help as many people as he could, which is basically what the codes of ethics are about.

The systems theory was prevalent throughout the movie. The systems theory (Chapter 6/Class Discussion, February 18, 2010) is an interdisciplinary theory about the nature of complex systems in nature, society, and science, and is a framework by which one can investigate and/or describe any group of objects that work together to produce some result. During class, we discussed the systems theory and how it can be related to health care organizations. Throughout the entire movie, the systems theory was at work and the systems theory can help explain how the hospital, school and people throughout the movie worked together to produce a result. The first example is how Patch Adams and his friends worked together to put together and run the free clinic. Every person had to have the commitment to help everyone, work on the same page and work together efficiently in order to accomplish the task. Adams employed the help of many people in order to achieve this end. Adams had one friend, whom he met early on in the movie; help provide the land and the building to use for their free clinic. Adams had the help of the nurses, who helped with various tasks around the clinic and finally the other medical students who assisted Adams in keeping the clinic running every day, as well as, to help Adams with the treatment of the patients. The successful operation of the clinic depends on a group of people, in this case Adams and his colleagues, to achieve an end, which is to help patients in the best way possible. This is just one of the examples throughout the movie, which can be explained using the systems theory. The systems theory is prevalent throughout health care organizations, as it is vital for any health care organization to have a team work interdependently with each other in order to achieve its ultimate goal, which is to help people in need of medical attention. Patch Adams is a movie, which in itself is a good example of the systems theory at work from the hospital to Adams’ clinic.
The Diffusion of Innovations Theory is the next theory I will look at as it relates to the movie (Chapter 9/Class Discussion, March 25, 2010). The Diffusion of Innovations Theory looks at conditions under which a new idea, product or practice will be accepted or rejected by society. Patch Adams was a man, whose ideology of helping patients was completely different than the rest of the doctors in the movie. Adams clashed with his superiors and some co workers as it related to helping patients. Adams had many ideas which could have been either reject or accepted by people in the movie. His use of humor to help patients was a method by which most of the other medical students and doctors frowned upon early on in the movie. The dean found his methods to be particularly outlandish, stating that his ideas threaten to destroy guidelines by which doctors have operated on for many generations. Adams; however, proved that his ideas of relating to patients, and using transference can be beneficial to not only the patient but the doctors and families as well. One particular scene had Adams, helping the patient of room 305 deal with his terminal illness. He was causing those around him to suffer, including his family and the nurses. Adams’ unorthodox method of relating to the patient was a new idea that most people eventually rejected, but as time went on throughout the movie and it was seen how well it worked, people started to adopt the idea as well. In this case, Adams could be seen as the innovator, the early adopters were Truman and Carin and the laggards being some of the doctors and Dean Mitch.
Another example of the theory could be attributed to Adams’ idea of a free clinic. Around the middle-late part of the movie, Adams talks to Carin about his idea to start a free clinic. His clinic would be one where he could help anyone who did not have health insurance or simply wanted help. This idea is quite unusual because the health care system is such a system that most people who cannot get help do not have health insurance or cannot afford the treatment. At first, Carin was very skeptical of Adams’ idea, but eventually she and Truman came around to the creation of a Free Clinic and it became very successful in the movie. 
The final concept that will be discussed in this paper is from the article entitled, “Does Prayer Heal (Dossey, p. 1).” The article discusses several controversial topics involving patients, such as having hope, prayer and positive outlook having a positive impact on how a patient recovers. The article does mention that it is unethical to tell a patient with a terminal illness or little hope of recovery that everything will be okay or if you pray, the illness will go away. Such a thing would be quite unethical because it would give the patient a sense of false hope and lying to a patient is against both the Hippocratic Oath and the 8 codes of ethics doctors should follow. However, Adams never uses such methods in the movie. On the other hand, the article does go on to talk about how a visitor or doctor should act around a patient who is ill. Dossey states that words do not matter to patients. Offering love is not unethical nor does it give anyone a false sense of hope but it does however, offer a person the ability to forget about their problems, in addition to improving not only that person’s quality of life, but their mental well being as well. Patch Adams throughout the movie never gave a patient a false sense of hope. Instead, Adams offered love through his humor and upbeat attitude around the patients in the hospital. Patch stated early in the movie that bringing that laughter to people makes them forget about their illness and it makes them forget about the pain. Such an ideal is very important to the patient, in my opinion, because it can help a patient feel better in the long run. Patch talks to Dean Mitch about the idea that doctors should not only focus on finding the problem and analyzing the patient, but improving the quality of life as well. Patch using love through humor to help patients is a fine example of how it can be good to give that transference to the patients. Overall, I think the final two paragraphs in Dossey’s article help explain what Patch Adams was trying to accomplish throughout the movie.

After using these five theories to help me relate the movie to the concepts learned during my time in class, I believe that the movie is a great example of how doctor’s can help patients in more ways than just fixing their problem as if they were a machine. A patient is a living, breathing organism with feelings and emotions. Their health is based on more than just finding the physical problem. If a doctor is cold and indifferent, and treats a patient as if it were a broken machine that needs fixed, than the patient loses confidence in the doctor. A good example of this is when the doctor is taking medical students around the hospital and they come upon a patient. The doctor described the patient by a number, talked about her medical issues and the chances she had. No comfort and not even a name were given to the patient. The patient seemed devastated mentally by his cold indifference. I believe that after learning many concepts about health communications such as the Hippocratic Oath, the code of ethics and alternative health care, that communicating with patients should be more than just words and diagnosis, but should include compassion and comfort, which can ultimately help a patient in the long run. Finally, through the application of other theories such as the systems theory and the diffusion of innovations theory to the movie, it helped me better understand the theories because I was able to apply them to a real-life dramatization and explain how things may or may not work in a health care environment.
