
seven surgical tips

Here are my seven suggestions for those who must undergo 
surgery.

Number 1: Know your surgical team. I cannot 
overestimate how important it is to feel confident about the 

doctors, nurses, technicians, and hospital that you will entrust your life 
to. Ask yourself the following questions:

• Do I feel absolutely confident in their skills and knowledge? 
• Would I feel confident in them making life or death decisions for 

me if the need should arise? 
• Do they listen to me and patiently and respectfully answer all of 

my questions? Do I understand what they say?
• Do I like them? Are they easy to talk to? 

If the answer to any of these questions is no, talk to your surgeon 
and see if you can come to a comfortable place. If you feel your doctors 
are unresponsive to your concerns, get a second opinion. If you 
decide to go with a competent surgeon, whose bedside manner does 
not feel good to you, make sure you have someone who can speak, 
listen to, and support you. Try communicating with others on the 
surgical team who may be more responsive to your concerns. 

Perhaps most importantly, if the answers to the questions are 
“Yes,” tell your providers how much you appreciate them and voice your 
confidence in them. They will be surprised and grateful and you will go 
into surgery as a real team.

Number 2: Assemble your support team. Before you go into 
surgery, think about what you will need before, during, and after 
the procedure. Also think about who can support you through the 
experience. Have as many support people as possible so you do not wear 
a few people out.

Prepare meals in advance; find out which grocery stores and 
pharmacies make home deliveries. Think about what you will need in 
the way of entertainment—borrow upbeat, funny, or soothing videos from 
friends; have your favorite comfort foods available; make sure you have 
easy access to a phone (that you can also turn off when you are resting). 
Ask someone to be a contact person for you, relaying information 
about the outcome of the surgery and how you are doing until such 
time as you want to take over that responsibility. Make sure you have help 
taking care of children or pets while you recover. Remember: your first 
priority has to be healing.

Friends and family are usually our first allies, but our spiritual 
communities may offer services as well. Ask the social worker at the 
hospital about any other public assistance that might be available.

Number 3: Get your affairs in order. Take time to make sure 
you have a will, a living will, and other health-related documents and 
make sure your surgical team knows your wishes and will carry them 
out. Have back-up documents held by your primary support person. If 
you are in a committed relationship, but don’t have the legal support of 
a marriage, make sure that you and your partner’s wishes are legally 
documented. 

Number 4: Say the things you need to say to the people you love. 
Quite likely everything will go well, but don’t leave things unsaid. You 
cannot tell people too often that you love them.

Number 5: Gear up psychologically for the event. Get all the 
information you need. Some people want to know every detail of the 
procedure, others want a broad overview. Some people want to talk with 
others who have been through the experience and others don’t want to 
listen to anyone else’s stories. You know what is best for you. Pray, talk 
to friends, do whatever you need to do to feel safe and confident when 
you enter the hospital.

Consider listening to deep relaxation/affirmation tapes in 
anticipation of the surgery. I personally like Belleruth Naperstack’s 
tapes, produced by Health Journeys, available at Cameron’s in 
University Mall, Chapel Hill. Consider learning self-hypnosis to focus 
your energy on healing and in coping with pain. Evidence suggests 
that self-hypnosis or positive affirmation tapes can have a beneficial 
effect on healing and recovery time. Many surgeons allow patients to 
wear headphones during surgery.

Number 6: Have others available to advocate for you. If at 
all possible have someone with you for the entire time that you are in 
the hospital, but at least until you are able to understand what is being 
done to you and why. Hospital errors are all too real and many can 
be avoided with vigilance. With different nurses every shift, there is 
often no one who is aware of subtle changes that friends and relatives 
notice. Make sure your advocate is someone who can be assertive and 
persistent on your behalf if needed.

Number 7: Pay attention to your recovery. Take the doctor’s 
estimate of how long your recovery will take with a grain of salt. Follow 
the doctor’s orders religiously, it will speed your recovery. Do not feel 
embarrassed to ask questions if something does not seem right.

We are fortunate to have surgical procedures available that 
increase both quality and length of life. As positive, empowered, 
knowledgeable patients we can do our 
part in order to ensure the best outcome possible. h&h
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