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“Uncertainty creeps into medical practice through every 

pore. Whether a physician is defining a disease, making a 

diagnosis, selecting a procedure, observing outcomes, 

assessing probabilities, assigning preferences, or putting it 

all together, he is walking on very slippery terrain. It is 

difficult for nonphysicians, and for many physicians, to 

appreciate how complex these tasks are, how poorly we 

understand them, and how easy it is for honest people to 

come to different conclusions.”

~ David Eddy, MD



Uncertainty 
in Medicine

• avoidance

• denial

• disregard

• indecision 

• paralysis 

• over-treatment 

• over-investigation 

• over-medicalization 



(Han, Klein, & Arora, 2011)(Han, 2021),



(Danczak, Lea, & Murphy, 2016, p. 2 )

“Objective evidence 

and certitude are 

doubtless very fine 

ideals to play with, but 

where on this moonlit 

and dream-visited 

planet are they to be 

found?”

~William James, 

“The Will to Believe” 
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Exercise—Stand up if…
1. If you’ve ever been unsure how to apply guidelines to a patient in front of you

2. If you’ve ever read conflicting studies, gotten conflicting advice from colleagues and didn’t know who 

to believe

3. If you’ve ever treated symptoms or pain without really understanding what was causing it. 

4. If you’ve ever been uncertain of your patients’ motivation or their family’s agenda. 

5. If you’ve ever been unsure if a treatment would make a patient’s life better or worse. 

6. If the stories of your patients have ever made you ask question about your own life and meaning. 

7. If you’ve ever seen something happen in your practice that some people might call miraculous.
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William James, MD 
(1842-1910)



(Sutton, 2023)
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“In all important transactions of life, we have to take a leap in the 

dark…We stand on a mountain pass in the midst of whirling snow and 

blinding mist through which we get glimpses now and then of paths 

which may be deceptive. If we stand still, we shall be frozen to death. If 

we take the wrong road, we shall be dashed to pieces. We do not 

certainly know whether there is any right one. What must we do? 'Be 

strong and of a good courage.' Act for the best, hope for the best, and 

take what comes. If death ends all, we cannot meet death better.“

~William James, “The Will to Believe”
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Pulling in the Horizon

uncertainty of when death is coming

uncertainty and the certainties of each day 

managing pain was a guiding star

value of each day with her husband
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“Are you afraid? 
Somewhere a thousand 
swans are flying through 
winter’s worst storm.”

~Mary Oliver, 
Little Alleluias
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Problem Statement

1. Culture of Certainty

2. Attention focused on reducing uncertainty with more 
knowledge and technology

3. Approaches to uncertainty modelled after the management 
of disease, “examine, diagnose, fix”



Palliating Uncertainty

1. Managing Expectations: “Medicine is a science of uncertainty” 
~William Osler

2. Turning attention to action: Addressing the effects of uncertainty on 
our patients’ lives in a plurality of ways, both biomedical and 
relational.

3. Approach to uncertainty modelled after palliative care because, at the 
end of the day, uncertainty is a condition that is incurable and 
something that we all live with. 



How am I meant to use this in practice?

1. Managing Expectations about Uncertainty

2. Turning Attention to Action

3. Palliating Uncertainty



Palliating Uncertainty

Biomedical 
interventions

Focused on 
uncertainty

Nonabandoment
Therapeutic Presence

Focused on the 
person

Psycho/social/spiritual 
interventions 

Alleviating effects of 
uncertainty
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-
Palliating Uncertainty

Alleviating suffering of uncertainty

+ Living with uncertainty
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1.Takes action to support patients in 
managing the uncertainty 

2. Builds partnering relationships with them
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A Guideline for Practice 

1. Managing Expectations Listening
“Here is what we don’t know”

2. Turning Attention to Action “Here is what we can do.”

3. Living with  Uncertainty “I and my team will be with you through 
this.”



“Medicine is uncertain. 
We can acknowledge it, 

accept it, and we can 
still make a plan.” 

“Being with our patients 
is a way of taking action.” 



“Naming the uncertain 
and focusing on what we 

can do in the here and 
now. Sometimes what we 
do here and now is wait. 
Sometimes what we do 

here and now is be with.”



Take Home Points
Managing Expectations: 
• “Medicine is a science of uncertainty,” William Osler. Acknowledge, normalize, and empathise with experiences of uncertainty. 
• Uncertainty, and responses to it (avoidance, denial, overtesting, overtreatment, etc.) can cause pain and suffering. 
• Uncertainty is not just a problem to be fixed, but an experience to be palliated
• It is not the communication of uncertainty that undermines trust but how that uncertainty is communicated. Physicians’ expressions of 

uncertainty don’t negatively affect patient satisfaction if they 1.) Take actions to support patients in managing the uncertainty and 2.) Build 
partnering relationships with their patients.

Turning Attention to Action
• Pragmatism shifts attention away from futile quests for certainty and towards meaningful action. As Osler says, “Our task is not to see what lies 

dimly at a distance but to do what lies clearly at hand,” By focusing on the immediate and tangible, practitioners can help patients and families 
navigate uncertainty without becoming paralyzed by the unknown.

• The analogy of a spinning compass arrow in a navigation app illustrates this approach: sometimes, the only way to determine the right direction is 
to start walking. Similarly, in palliative care, taking small, meaningful actions that relieve suffering, honor patient values, and affirm 
nonabandonment can provide clarity and comfort amidst uncertainty.

• The response to uncertainty is not just knowledge, but action and presence. Being present and affirming nonabandonment is itself a 
therapeutic and powerful form of action. Presence, listening, and nonabandonment are not passive—they’re therapeutic.

Living with Uncertainty
• Uncertainty in medicine is inevitable—and shared. Uncertainty is not a flaw in medicine but a reality of it, one experienced not only by patients but 

also by physicians. Acknowledging this experience and walking alongside a patient through it can transform uncertainty into opportunity for 
healing connection.  

• Share the burden of uncertainty. Uncertainty is held together in community, with patients, their families, our colleagues, healthcare teams, with 
communities both in and beyond healthcare.

• The approach of Palliating Uncertainty seeks to limit the uncertainty, but the goal is not always to remove it. The goals of Palliating Uncertainty are 
to alleviate the suffering caused by uncertainty and to help people live—even flourish—in the midst of uncertainty. 

• We meet uncertainty not as a problem to be solved, but as a condition to be lived—fraught, felt, and full of possibility. It is not only medicine, but 
life itself that calls us into the uncertainty: to stay with it honestly and to act within it bravely, to suffer and alleviate its suffering together. 

• Life can be lived fully, meaningfully and joyfully even in the midst of uncertainty.



William James, MD 
(1842-1910)
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Thank you 

email: ariel.elizabeth.dempsey@gmail.com
 

my mentor in Palliative Care, 
Dr John Mulder 

&
my grandparents, 

Norm and Jinny Kiel

mailto:ariel.elizabeth.dempsey@gmail.com
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Q & A



email: ariel.elizabeth.dempsey@gmail.com

What will you now do? 

How can you put into practice what you’ve heard? 

What is something you are going to do differently or do more of?

Turning Attention to Action



Open for Discussion



Did You Catch What I did?
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