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Introduction
 Rita Charon called “narrative medicine” that part of applied med-
icine that integrates evidence based medicine with respect to the hu-
man side of the patient. Doctor and patient are the two sides of the 
same coin because they are united by the treatment process. However, 
the patient is often considered a puzzle of objective data, devoid of his 
individuality and needs. Narration offers the possibility of contextu-
alizing clinical data. We could therefore define narrative medicine as 
“reinforced” medicine. The ultimate goal of narrative medicine is to 
improve the effectiveness of the interpersonal relationship and, there-
fore, treatment. Narrative skills can also be applied in the relationship 
with colleagues [1]. Narrative Medicine is a tool helpful to improve 
the relationship of care by placing the person at the center of every 
health act. It directly involves patients and healthcare professionals, 
risk managers and all those involved in “producing” health.

 The narrative, as a fundamental element in the care processes is 
added and integrates with the qualitative data collected by evidence 
based medicine, in order to ensure a global therapeutic therapeutic 
approach and truly oriented to the organization of care. The patient 
through the narrative is told and/or written in its complexity. He no 
longer reports only his symptoms but talks about his/her emotions, 
lifestyle, social context and values. Patient lays out his views on the 
disease and the pathway to care that has involved him, positive or 
negative, giving health professionals the opportunity to modify pro-
cesses and procedures for really taking care of him/her.

 Narrative medicine is an intervention methodology based on a 
specific communicative competence [1-3]. It allows us to amplify our 
relational, clinical and organizational skills [4]. In this way it helps all 
health professionals to carefully welcome the experiences of people 
who live with the disease and those who care for them [5-6]. Story-
telling is the fundamental tool for understanding and integrating the 
different views of those involved in the treatment process [7-11]. Nar-
rative competence is necessary to listen to meanings and to respond 
with tools other than drug therapy alone. Narrative medicine provokes 
reflection. It requires a specific professionalism and creates a relation-
ship of trust between doctor and patient without which no therapy 
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Abstract
Introduction: Narrative Medicine puts the individual at the centre 
of the therapeutic relationship. It is a powerful tool to improve the 
collaboration between the patient and those who care for them. In 
addition narrative medicine, which is based on specific communica-
tion skills, allows healthcare professionals to reflect on the meaning 
of their profession. Intensive care unit is a department with strong 
relational pressures. This pression influences the actions of the pro-
fessionals involved. The source of stress affects the way it is man-
aged. One of the fields of application of narrative medicine is the as-
sessment of perceived stress by health professionals. The purpose 
of our study was to investigate the well-being of healthcare staff in 
intensive care through a narrative approach.

Materials and methods: The study was based on the voluntary par-
ticipation of healthcare staff in two multi- purpose intensive thera-
pies. Each subject had to write a fairy tale on a semi-structured basis 
anonymously. The structure of fairy tale was created with a particular 
focus on themes that could highlight burn out phenomena. The sto-
ries were read by two separate contacts who then confronted each 
other by analyzing clusters. In the end, the results were presented to 
all those who participated.

Results: We collected thirty-eight stories. All the stories followed the 
date track. They were full of details, colors and characters. At the 
beginning of the stories they talked about separation but gradually 
they arrive at a respectful coexistence. The words and the recurring 
feelings were analyzed generating a cloud. The common trace was 
the positive propensity for the future. When we presented our results 

emerged a good match between the descriptions reported and the 
emotions that had been described. All participants were available to 
carry out further projects of narrative medicine.
Conclusions: Intensive care doctors and nurses work in difficult, of-
ten conflicting environments. Despite their continued exposure to 
emotional conflicts, they may have difficulty expressing their feel-
ings. This is an additional risk to develop burnout.
Narrative medicine becomes a new model for reflecting on their 
profession and learning to talk about their inner world. Narrative 
medicine becomes a therapeutic act and often correlates with other 
forms of expression that help to recompose the painful fragments of 
a disease on oneself and on the relationship with the outside world.
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can be effective. It is a medicine focused on the sick person, useful 
to health professionals to reflect on the meaning of their profession.

 The narrative, however, is not only “to and from” the patient but 
also towards the operators. Health organizations themselves can use 
this powerful tool to improve internal communication between pro-
fessionals, accompany organizational changes, and reduce work-re-
lated stress. For example, storytelling can provide useful indicators of 
burn out risk perception. Burn out is a looming spectrum especially 
in Intensive Care Units (ICU). ICU is a department with its pecu-
liarities. Organizational and relational pressures influence the actions 
of all professional figures involved. Their work well- being there-
fore depends on how they deal with the stress they are subjected to. 
Stress is a subjective phenomenon that arises when an individual feels 
obliged to respond to a situation he is unable to deal with. The source 
of stress affects the way it is managed. One of the fields of application 
of narrative medicine is the assessment of perceived stress by health 
professionals [12-13]. The purpose of our study was to investigate the 
well-being of healthcare staff (doctors and nurses) in intensive care 
through a narrative approach. The purpose of the research was not to 
determine the actual context of events but to explore how individuals 
gave meaning to the events themselves [14-15]. The primary objec-
tive was to focus on the current situation of well-being of the staff 
involved in the study. We wanted to know how people perceived their 
needs and expectations related to intensive care working. The second-
ary objective was to identify, where present, individual or common 
elements of difficulty and / or aggregation.

Materials and Methods
 The study, which is part of a larger project, was based on the vol-
untary participation of healthcare staff working in intensive care. The 
first step was to present the project to the operators involved in two 
units of two different hospitals. In a four-hour session, the principles 
of narrative medicine were presented through audiovisual material 
made available to anyone who requested it. We described the versa-
tility of narrative medicine feasible in different contexts related to the 
doctor-patient relationship. Particular attention was paid to the appli-
cability of the narrative to enforce aggregation of medical- nursing 
team and the prevention of burn out.

 We gave each one a semi-structured written paper in the form of a 
fairy tale to be completed freely as desired (Figure 1). The creation of 
the fairy tale track was implemented by experts in narrative medicine, 
medical and otherwise. The track was based on the imposed construc-
tion of a new house next to that of the narrator and the arrival of its 
inhabitants. The structure of fairy tale was created with a particular 
focus on themes that could highlight burn out phenomena. The choice 
of the semi-structured track served to overcome the white page block 
of operators not prone to writing as a form of storytelling.

 A written consent was obtained by those involved in the project 
and a list was created with the number of participants and their work-
ing age. All subjects had a week to complete their story. The complet-
ed fairy tales were placed in an anonymous container. At the end of 
the collection the stories were read by two separate contacts who then 
confronted each other. The readers were expert on narrative medicine. 
The information on the stories was integrated by analyzing clusters. 
We collected recurrent words or expressions to study the narrative 
content of the stories. We used word clouds because, in our opinion,  

they are an excellent support. In fact, they allow you to immediately 
view the key concepts. They develop visual learning and allow anal-
ysis of the linguistic and communicative strategies used in the texts. 
In the end, the results were presented to all those who participated.

Results
 We collected thirty-eight stories in a data grid showing the aver-
age working age and gender of the participants (27 women/11 men; 
average working age 15 years of which at least 7 in critical area). All 
the stories followed the date track. All were full of details, painstaking 
descriptions, colors and characters. The initial description of the two 
houses represented separate realities.

 The construction of the new house was represented as the breaking 
of a well- established routine through the arrival of a diversity seen 
with suspicion at least at the beginning.

 “One day something changed. The administration built a new 
house. The new building was built on two floors; the external facades 
were all white with brown shutters while each internal wall was paint-
ed in a different color as if to represent a rainbow”.

 “He, observing the way of working of the colleagues of the neigh-
boring house and afraid that his team could lose their harmony, decid-
ed to build a wall of red bricks on the border between two buildings 
to prevent relations between the two groups”.

Forced cohabitation, however, led to collaboration.

“His staff, however, absolutely did not agree on his choice. All togeth-
er they tried to make him understand that it was important to break 
down that wall to share his professional method with others with ref-
erence, above all, to the solution of the related problems”.

 The inhabitants of the two houses eventually overcame the mis-
trust described in all the stories. They learned to help each other and 
integrate while maintaining their individuality. This highlighted the 
maturity of professionals in dealing with an imposed and unwanted 
change.

 The words, the emotions, the recurring feelings of today and the 
future perspectives were reported in a cloud (Figure 2). Word clouds 
are based on the principle of comparison and contrast. They develop 
collaborative thinking and creativity. The integration of adjectives, 
nouns or verbs that describe the atmosphere and the expectations that  

Figure 1: A new house next to mine.
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we have assumed size and form proportional to the frequency with 
which they appear in the text. The emotions found mainly were fear, 
sadness, irritation, loneliness, expectation and security. Recurring 
words were: work, respect, freedom, diversity and landmark.

 Also present were the contrasting pairings: silence-noise, cold-hot, 
small-large, young- old. All the narratives brought back the words vi-
tality and vivacity. The common trace was the positive propensity for 
the future. A possible future based on complicity born of an imposi-
tion. A complicity that cannot, however, is disregarded by respect for 
the individual.

 The results therefore highlighted, in our opinion, an acute percep-
tion of stress but also an ability to adapt to it. This is probably due to 
a working maturity that has acted more on experience than on despair. 
The presentation of the results to the participants was approved, all 
identified in the descriptions reported. A good match emerged be-
tween the descriptions reported and the emotions that had been de-
scribed. In addition, all participants were available to carry out further 
projects of narrative medicine.

Conclusion
 Intensive care doctors and nurses work in difficult, often conflict-
ing environments. They are subject to external and internal pressures 
[16]. Despite their continued exposure to emotional conflicts, they 
may have difficulty expressing their feelings. Narrative medicine is 
attentive to the person in its entirety. It has a holistic approach typical 
of unconventional medicines. 

 Stories told and written provide an opportunity to contextualize 
clinical data and allow people to read their own story with the eyes of 
others.

 This emotional change creates a plurality of perspectives, often 
lacking today. We chose the fairy tale as a form of storytelling be-
cause, unlike the legend, it tells the everyday.

 Daily life that can be mixed with the unusual is creating a virtual 
world. Anyone who writes a fairy tale can exorcise their own difficul-
ties by mystifying them with their own imagination. So, those who 
read or listen, find themselves in the shoes of one of the characters 
who are provided with a solution by the narrator. The narrative gives 
the opportunity to have a different view, increasing their power of 
reflection.

 The stories told describe an imaginary narrative centered on a 
track that, in the variety described, has preserved its structure. The 
narrative approach has allowed professionals to share feelings and 
opinions without superstructures except their own imagination. The 
analysis of the written texts allowed us to understand the culture of 
the subjects involved their values and their needs. Passions, personal 
and professional projects emerged [17-19]. In addition, anonymity 
has facilitated the outsourcing of deep emotions through the narration 
of a fairy tale. The time devoted to writing was time reserved for the 
unconscious export of one’s own experience. Narrative medicine be-
comes a new model for reflecting on the profession of care, medicine 
and nursing, to obtain a relationship of trust that many scientific liter-
ature recognizes as an essential element for the success of treatment. 
In this way, professionals learn to talk about their inner world. Narra-
tive medicine becomes a therapeutic act and often correlates with oth-
er forms of expression that help to recompose the painful fragments 
of a disease on oneself and on the relationship with the outside world. 
Storytelling has proven to be a useful tool for expressing oneself and 
confronting others. Proof of the fact that it represents a very strong 
form of communication. However, it is difficult to fit into the usual 
study and analysis patterns. Narrative medicine is an extraordinary 
tool for analysis and measurement as words have a “specific weight”. 
The challenge is to find criteria, methods, and tools to measure them. 
The limit to overcome is not to consider the narrative only words and 
poetry.

 Words have concrete connotations, words make things happen. 
Words can go the same way as drugs in biochemical pathways [20]. 
Burn out management is not a thing of the humanization of care. 
It also concerns the humanization of the operator, the optimization 
of available resources, both human and economic. Our study was 
based on a not very large sample and used a qualitative approach. 
The results, however, suggest that the narrative approach may be an 
effective and relatively simple means of studying the perceptions of 
healthcare professionals working in intensive care.
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