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Let’s Be Present, Not Perfect: Elaine Meyer on Communication Training Through 
Simulation 
 
By Kris Slawinski, University of Chicago 
 
ASPE 2016 plenary speaker Elaine Meyer, PhD, RN, Director of the Institute for 
Professionalism and Ethical Practice, Boston Children’s Hospital, Harvard Medical 
School, spoke about the need for education through simulation for engagement in 
difficult conversations with patients and their families. Using her own experience as a 
hopeful mother-to-be who, decades ago, experienced multiple miscarriages, Meyer 
cited egregious examples of unexpected communication slights and omissions due to 
established institutional protocols, and lack of effective training for those delivering her 
bad news. 
 
Then it was her turn for an unwelcome conversation when, as a pediatric nurse caring 
for a very sick little boy named Addison with cystic fibrosis, she was asked by his 
mother, “Can we talk?” Feeling uncomfortable and inadequate, she listened as 
Addison’s mother voiced her hopes for a cure for her son, and her fears that he would 
never have ordinary childhood experiences, like attending birthday parties for other 
children. She didn’t expect medical answers or false comfort, just someone to share her 
inner turmoil with.  
 
Although initially anxious about this conversation, Meyer came to realize, as Addison’s 
mother talked, that all that was expected of her was just for her to listen and empathize, 
that her imperfections allowed her to connect better with this stressed family, to listen 
and thus learn how to offer better care through her practice.  
 
And so Meyer’s message to us, as simulation educators, is for each of us to know that, 
“I am enough. Not perfect. Perfect wouldn’t have been good enough.” Instead of striving 
for perfection, we should encourage learners to use their imperfections to assess the 
needs of the individual before them, based on their unique set of circumstances: the 
cookie cutter approach will not work. Other key thoughts offered include: “Practice  
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makes better, not perfect”; and my favorite, “The single greatest illusion about 
communication is that it has taken place”!  
 
Meyer discussed training strategies implementing simulated participants at the Institute 
for Professionalism and Ethical Practice, and shared her mnemonic of “CBH:” Courage, 
needed for challenging conversations; Brains, because “You gotta have wisdom!”; and 
Heart, for compassion, the little kindnesses, and mercy--to be able to sit down, listen, 
and when nothing can be done, to just be with the person. Get the parent talking with 
questions like, “Tell me about your child,” and “What have others told you?” She 
stressed conversational strategies; that medicine should be “etiquette-based,” and that 
professional competence and habits of mind include attentiveness and curiosity.   
Obviously, effective communication in high stakes circumstances—patient care--is more 
complicated than the fluff label “soft skill” implies! 
 
As experts in the field that has championed simulation for the purpose of better patient 
care and empathy for 50 years, our plenary speaker was preaching to the choir. But it 
occurs to me that, with all the political, religious, and racial turmoil going on locally and 
globally today, these skills can help us communicate at home, in the workplace, with our 
communities, and the world at large, when it might feel like no one is listening. None of 
us is perfect, and hearing each other out might help us to realize that we have more in 
common with each other than we might have thought.  
 
To view Elaine Meyer’s TED Talk, type the title “On Being Present, Not Perfect” into 
your web browser for the link. Meyer’s paper, “Integrating Actors into a Simulation 
Program,” can be found in PubMed. Contact her directly with any questions or 
comments you may have at Elaine.meyer@childrens.harvard.edu . 
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