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Neurology Practice:
It’s a Wonderful Life

O
ne of my favorite traditions this time of year is the
opportunity to watch the holiday classic It’s a
Wonderful Life again. This plaintive story of an ide-
alistic young man, George Bailey, whose career and
personal aspirations are thwarted by circumstance,

resonates with anyone who’s struggled to maintain their opti-
mism amid hardship and sacrifice. 

I was thinking of George Bailey’s tale of renewal while reading this month’s
article in our Business Advisor column about how to avoid feelings of “burn-
out.” At age 63 the author, Ronald DeVere, MD, has been practicing neurolo-
gy since 1974. That was generally considered the “golden age” of fee-for-service
medicine, when physicians had much greater control over their fortunes and
their fate. Needless to say, a lot has changed in both the economics and logistics
of medical practice since then, not much of it very favorable to doctors. 

I can’t help but think that someone who entered medical practice back then
must be nearly as dismayed as George Bailey to have witnessed first-hand the
transformation wrought by decades of managed care and steadily-increasing
government intrusion into the practice of medicine. I’ll bet a variety of insur-
ance executives and government bureaucrats, who continually inflict degrada-
tions and constraints on physicians, at times resemble the movie’s odious villain
Mr. Potter. The prospect of a 10 percent cut in Medicare reimbursements come
January 1st is just the latest in a long line of ignoble acts. Many younger neurol-
ogists—who had little or no opportunity to ever enjoy “the good old days”—are
concerned about the future of the profession, and what it holds for them. This
came through loud and clear this past May in our annual income survey; the
feeling of powerlessness and disillusionment among survey respondents was pal-
pable, just as it was for poor George Bailey. 

The cumulative effect of decades of disappointment left George Bailey so
despondent he wished he’d never been born; some neurologists foresee what they
consider to be dismal prospects for their future and wish they’d never chosen this
profession. But deliverance is possible for both young and old. Dr. DeVere
found renewal by branching out into a number of ancillary services that were
both intellectually stimulating and rewarding, by redefining his personal con-
cept of neurology practice. Whether or not that path is one for you too to fol-
low, it’s important to rekindle your love for your chosen profession. 

Make it your new year’s resolution to banish cynicism and connect anew with
the touchstones that drew you to neurology in the first place: the ability to grasp
the complexities of the nervous system and the power that gives you to make a
difference in the lives of your patients. Neurology may never provide the lavish
lifestyle of George Bailey’s flashy rival Sam Wainwright, but its opportunity to
help those in need can be as edifying as George Bailey’s humble Building &
Loan. “One man’s life touches so many others,” the guardian angel Clarence tells
George. “When he’s not there, it leaves an awfully big hole.” The next time frus-
tration gets a hold of you, remember that you, and George, really did have a
wonderful life in the end. PN


