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The Pong Principle:  Just Listen

After nearly twenty years of practicing medicine, I have come to expect patients to ask my advice about everything in their lives, from their most mundane struggles to their darkest secrets. They routinely share with me their most private issues, holding back nothing in an effort to glean new hope that things will get better, reassurance they aren’t dying from “that” disease, or simply the comfort of knowing someone is willing to listen.
As a family doctor, I have advised patients on every physical and mental problem imaginable. I have guided patients and their families through a myriad of difficulties, from diabetes to depression. Patients are always asking me why they’re gaining weight when they aren’t eating anything, and why they’re losing weight when they’re eating everything in sight. They’ve sought my wisdom to gain relief from the relentless crying of colic and the relentless pain of cancer. At this point in my career, I seldom see a problem I haven’t seen before, although every day someone finds a new and interesting way to solicit my input on a familiar float in this endless parade.
Once in a long while, the exam table turns in a patient encounter, and I find myself in unfamiliar territory. I had such an experience about a year ago, and it will forever change the way I practice medicine, the way I parent and the way I view my most important relationships. 
Mrs. Jones, a mild-mannered, well-groomed, 70-year-old woman with longstanding hypertension and a history of depression, presented in the usual manner with a follow-up visit. She was doing well. No new problems. I was completing her encounter form and rising to escort her out of the room when she turned to me and said, “Now, Dr. Ellis, what can I do for you today?” 
She waited expectantly as I tripped over my own thoughts. To say I don’t often get this kind of question from a patient would be an understatement. Even my best friends rarely ask me this. I wondered if it was apparent I was struggling with something? And, if it was, might she have something to offer?
Maybe she’d read my mind, which was becoming increasingly overwhelmed with the challenges of raising four children between the ages of ten and sixteen. I felt my wife and I were treading water to stay on top of their growing bodies, changing ways and scary thinking.  Transitioning from the smartest dad in the world when they were in elementary school, to a complete dunce as they entered the worlds of middle school and high school, was tough for me. I didn’t have a clue how to relate to these creatures living in my house. I was struggling to understand where I might have gone wrong. What kinds of kids was I raising? How was I going to do it?  Was there even a right way?
“Umm…do you have any advice on raising teenagers?” I blurted out. Without hesitation Mrs. Jones nodded her head and confidently replied, “Buy a ping pong table.”  
We laughed and talked a few minutes about how she and her teenage sons had played ping pong for hours at a time, sharing great fun and talks over the table. That evening, I mentioned the incident to my wife, who was hesitant to give up her garage parking spot for a dinosaur that probably wouldn’t hold our kids’ interest more than a few days. I didn’t give our conversation much thought the next several days.
A week later I received a hand-written note from Mrs. Jones:

“Dr. Ellis,
These are a few things we did with our teenagers that seemed to work. As I mentioned, the ping pong table. This was the best. Worked out a lot of tension. Did you ever play ring-around-the-table with a group? So much fun! If and when you have time, take each child out individually for a treat–ice cream, pizza, etc. Helps you focus on and pay attention to that child and hear what’s going on. Family bike rides. These were really great. We rode all over town, sometimes ending up at a pizza or burger place. Family movie night. Children can take turns choosing the movie and pop some popcorn. No phones on!  I’m sure you all have your own special things to do. I think your children are really lucky to have you for a father.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Wow. A letter from a patient with advice for me! I was stunned. Scrawled in blue ink across a 3x5 note card were answers I’d been searching for. I read the note over and over, happy to learn that perhaps I was already doing some things right, and encouraged to see specific, tried-and-true suggestions that seemed very doable. I gleaned hope from this patient who had raised teenagers and lived to tell the story. I found reassurance that things would get better, and that, just maybe, the experience wouldn’t kill me. Once again, I shared Mrs. Jones’s wisdom with my wife. We both were touched by her compassion for our “plight,” and marveled at the time and thought she’d invested in encouraging us.
Although I wouldn’t want it broadcast to my patients, compliance is not my strong suit, so it was still a while before I heeded Ms. Jones’ advice about the ping pong table. 
Some friends invited our family to spend a long weekend with their family in a cottage on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Between our two families, there were six kids ranging in age from 10 to 16 years old. Five of the six were boys. My wife and I were a little nervous about how we would keep all the kids entertained in the evenings, especially considering the cottage had no Internet access. But our friends had failed to mention there was a ping pong table in the basement.
Every evening the kids held ping pong tournaments while the adults enjoyed hours of uninterrupted conversation upstairs. At the end of the weekend, we all knew each other a little better and appreciated each other a little more. I returned from that weekend optimistic, refreshed and determined to purchase a ping pong table of my own. 
Walking through Sam’s Club the next weekend, I saw the store was beginning to display seasonal items in preparation for the holidays. On the fringe of all the new gaming systems, big-screen televisions and computers, sat a plain, black-and-white ping pong table, folded up like a forgotten backdrop. I grabbed a ticket from the plastic pocket, practically skipped to customer service, purchased one, strapped it on top of the minivan, and set it up in our garage the same day. Our household hasn’t been the same since.
I can’t explain the magnetism of the ping pong table. It has drawn neighborhood kids that never hung out at our house before. Even those who don’t want to play gather and watch. And they talk. They talk a lot. 
My wife has decided her dry parking space has been a small price to pay. When inclement weather recently closed the schools for a couple of days, the kids didn’t congregate in the house around video games or lounge on the couch with their IPods. They played ping pong. 
Over the past couple of months, we’ve had some awesome conversations with our three teenage boys and “tween” girl over the ping pong table. I’ve learned more about the things they’re struggling with academically, athletically, socially. I know more about their likes and dislikes, their friends and their girlfriends.        
I’m not sure what it is about ping pong that evokes conversation, but it’s becoming our family’s platform of choice for light banter as well as serious discourse. Maybe it’s that you have to literally face your opponent and give them your undivided attention. It’s pretty difficult to check your emails or sign charts during a game of ping pong. 
Or maybe the background rhythm the bouncing ball creates serves as some sort of conversational safety net. The focus ping pong requires certainly seems to chase away the clouds of self-consciousness that tend to settle around teenagers. Our kids don’t appear to feel threatened, spotlighted or grilled when I initiate a discussion with them over a game of pong. 
Or perhaps the game simply satisfies some primordial urge to pound something. Better a plastic ball than a sibling.
Anyway, our family relationships are developing a nice, new rhythm, too, since we brought home the ping pong table. My heart leaps a little every time one of my kids yells, “Dad, wanna pong?” I don’t view this question as a challenge to compete; I see it as an invitation to listen. 
My family won’t solve the world’s problems over the ping pong table. But I’ve no doubt we’ll have many more meaningful conversations over it in the months and, hopefully, years, to come. All because of a little 70-year-old patient with a big heart, who—just by listening--showed me how to be a better parent, a better doctor and a better person. 
As much as I’d like to think I have all the answers for every patient I encounter, I don’t. Just like I don’t have all the answers for the parenting dilemmas I face daily. But I’m trying to develop the habit of talking less and listening more. Your patients, your family—in fact, all the people in your life—will tell you most everything you need to know. You just have to listen. So…wanna pong?
