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Survival Instincts – a Viennese Story  
 

Pitch by Konstanze Breitebner 
 

Not only where, but also how you are born determines your whole life.  
If you're too early – premature – you´ll need all the help you can get.  

The first minutes after birth are crucial. Today highly specialized doctors’ 
neonatologists save almost all premature babies from death. 

Not so long ago, this was impossible.  
Equipment, medication and treatment in neonatology have advanced 

quickly in recent decades. 
 

But babies need more.  
 

Thirty years ago, a young, ambitious doctor began training as a 
neonatologist in Vienna. 

Dr. Patrizia Palm was the only woman at the time. 
The mortality rate for premature babies was thirty percent.  

Pat began to doubt her work because too many infants were surviving only 
with severe disabilities.  

Pat focused on "her" children and tried to track down treatment errors. 
The relationship between mother and child had somehow been forgotten. 

Even though physical contact is so important. 
Especially for premature babies. 

 
Pat reduced the use of equipment and medication and was successful. 
This brought her into conflict with the conventional orthodox medical 

system and the pharmaceutical industry. 
 

Dr. Palm had three problems: 
She was ahead of her time; she was a rebel and she is a woman! 

 
Finally, she was charged with negligent homicide under especially 

dangerous circumstances.  By her boss. 
 

Then an investigating judge had to consider whether to recommend 
charges to the prosecution. 

 
How this could happen? 

“Survival Instincts” 
will tell 

 
A fiction mini-series based, of course, on true events. 



 

         
The hero of the story is a … woman. 
 
Survival Instincts - the characters: 
 
--- leading character: Dr. Patrizia Palm. At first, she is an ambitious, 
inquisitive student, then becomes a perfectly functioning orthodox physician 
and ends up as a passionate fighter for her "gentle" neonatology. She imposes 
her will on staff and team members and even risks her whole existence. She 
is enthusiastic about her findings and is very successful. But she, who 
criticizes everyone, takes criticism badly. Her offensive approach hurts 
comrades-in-arms, provokes numerous opponents and calls up dangerous 
enemies. 
During this time, pharmaceutical companies begin to invest in hospitals by 
providing sponsorship money for studies. There are no compliance rules yet. 
A doctor who reduces the use of equipment and drugs does not fit into the 
system. 
Her tiny patients benefit from her fighting spirit. The fact that even she can't 
keep them all alive became disastrous for Dr. Palm.  
 
--- strongest antagonist: the established doctor and teacher, Dr. Maurer, head 
of the neonatology ward where Pat is trained. As a typical "god in white", he 
wants to maintain and expand his empire. He was a rebel himself in the 
beginning, preventing premature babies under a thousand grams from 
simply being put away. He perceives the new findings of his best student Pat 
as an attack against his person. Scornfully and contemptuously, he faces her 
as an enemy. 
 
--- Provocateur: examining judge Dr. Hardger, who has to review the charge 
of negligent homicide against Pat. Already after her third answer, he 
distances himself from the impetuous doctor, who does not follow the rules. 
He has actually already made his judgment. But he dissects her personality 
by interviewing several people from her environment. He will come to the 
conclusion that Dr. Palm should not be charged, but fully rehabilitated. In the 
end, he respects her. 
  



 

 --- a great love: and counterpart to the world of intensive care is Mona, who 
brings passion, pleasure and laughter into Pat's life. Love and sex between 
women were still taboo at the time. The relationship is never outed and 
breaks apart because of Mona's desire to have children, which Pat just 
doesn't want to fulfil. She has so many children. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  --- woman of life: lawyer Lyn Meyer supports Pat in her deepest, existential 
crisis. The two become a strong couple. 
 
---friend for a time: since her college days, Pat has had a sexual relationship 
with Dr. Ludwig Mark, in vitro specialist.  Until he crosses the line and "plays 
God", as Pat calls it, this relationship breaks into pieces.  
 
--- the mother: was determining, she interferes always and everywhere, but 
owes Pat the truth about her father for far too long. He is missing, of course. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 --- reliable comrade-in-arms: head nurse Anita, a full pro, who doesn't 
approve of everything young Palm orders, but since Pat is going in the right 
direction Anita is by her side. 
 
--- one of Pat's children: Gabi, a young nurse in neonatology 2021. She herself 
is a premature baby. She owes her life to Dr. Palm. 



 

  Survival Instinct - a relevant topic? 
 

What we take for granted in dealing with premature babies had to be 
developed, even fought for. 

This story begins thirty years ago and gives insights 
into a professional world - centred on the daily struggle for life.  
At that time, many children had hardly any chance to survive. 

A young doctor in Vienna began to closely observe premature babies and 
realized: They can do more than we trust them to. Enthusiastically, she 

wanted to share her findings with all her colleagues and was ridiculed and 
insulted for it. She was not deterred and was successful. 

She risked her existence, was filed charges, but was eventually 
rehabilitated.  

 
Her treatment of those born prematurely became trend-setting. 

Much of what she discovered is taken for granted today. 
In the war against death, from today's perspective, she had medieval 

weapons. But she was the start. 
 

She was ahead of her time, she was a rebel, and ... she is a woman. 
 

Fresh? 
Watching a woman fighting her way through and not giving up 
no matter how many men are yelling at her.  
To do what she thinks is necessary - is refreshing!  
For other women, anyways, right? 
Watching her struggle is encouraging. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Why this series? 
Many, many stories of heroes have been told, let's see what women 

have been up to during that time. 



 

 Is it personal? For the author it is:  
I am a mother. My daughter was a suction-cup birth. Only later did I learn 

that there was a 70 percent chance of brain damage in the process.  
I am a grandmother. My granddaughter is a premature baby. It was on a 

knifes edge for both of them.  
These experiences were deeply shocking, but also joyful. After all, 

everything turned out well. When I discovered that a Viennese woman had 
made a significant difference in neonatology, I wanted to tell her story.  

Yes! This topic is very personal. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
It's a thriller of emotions, where the viewers will ask themselves:  
 
 
 
How would I have reacted? 
 
… As a mother who feels her tiny, premature baby girl, Gabi, is being treated 
wrongly. This mother learns about Dr. Palm's unconventional approach to 
premature babies and, together with her husband, fights to get this doctor 
to treat her Gabi. 
 
… As a father of in vitro triplets, who at that time had almost no chance of 
survival. When the doctors offer to "immobilize" two of the children, so that 
one would survive. The mother refuses to decide, whose life would be 
ending. The father supports her. 
 
How would I have reacted? 
           
  
  



 

THE WORLD:  
Survival Instinct – a Viennese Story 

 
We look back thirty years; many can still remember. We know the movies, 

the music, the sense of time.  
How good it is to be able to look back and say, 

what was wrong and what was right! 
 
 

The 1990s in Vienna were the years of prosperity, always or already again 
the world of men, although women had achieved a lot.  

There was no counter-gendering yet, but the demonized women's libbers 
had already achieved a lot. 

Many things changed. 
 

The archaic problems around birth remained the same. 
The question of what to do in extreme situations during childbirth 

remained the same.  Death is still part of life,  
just as decisions in an extremely dangerous moment during the birthing 

process … What should I do? Who plays god? Or goddess?  
Who wants to judge mistakes? 

Whether a child survives is decided within a few minutes. 
Everyone should work together. 

 
Equipment, doctors, machines, medicines, parents, nurses - a large team 

around the premature baby, that is fighting its way into life with incredible 
strength. Cooperation instead of opposition would have been the solution. 

But people didn't think that way back then. 
 
 

 
The LOOK. The TONE. “Survival Instinct” 

 a story of extreme contrasts 
 

the delicate, vulnerable born too early - machines, glaring lights 
 the silence of decision - the beeping of monitors 

 
The main sound is a rushed beat because we are at war  

against death. 
Basic rhythm is the heartbeat of the mother.  

Title melody of the heroine is the baby's breathing. 
    
  



 

 Cinematography: 
 
Light - in this series stands for danger and threat,  
Dark - for security and safety. 
 
When the baby feels the mother's heartbeat, it reacts positively and 
powerfully. This determines the imagery. 
When Pat cares for a baby, the camera takes the child's perspective. 
 
How the child is doing, the camera reads in the face of the doctor, the head 
nurse and especially in the faces of the parents.  
 
This story requires closeness and intimacy of images, in some moments 
they´ll come mercilessly close. 
 
 
 
   BLOODLINE: 
 

The mother: my child comes too early, it is tiny, it is in danger of life.  
I have the feeling that something is going wrong. I have to decide  

whom to trust and maybe go against everyone else 
 to make sure my child is treated properly. 

 
The doctor: I am trained to treat premature babies as good as possible. 

I have to decide quickly what to do. 
Then the premature baby will survive. Or it won't. 

This is my responsibility. 
I have to make decisions like that every day. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

     It takes courage to go against the hospital 
system.  It takes even more courage to 
admit the mistakes you make along the 
way. And to keep examining and 
questioning your own actions, you have to 
overcome fear. 

      
  



 

Episode 1   small hand, strong heart 
 
Examining judge Dr. Hardger questions Dr. Palm on the charge of tenfold negligent 
homicide. How on earth did you get this far ...? 
Dr. Patrizia Palm, Pat, begins her training as a neonatologist in Vienna. 
Her teacher Dr. Maurer, an established doctor, recognizes Pat's talent, but also her 
strong peculiarity, her will, her enthusiasm for the power of a tiny child. She watches 
more and more closely how the tiny ones live on after birth. "I make sure the children 
survive; we'll take care of the psyche later!" counters Dr. Maurer. His merits are great. 
That he does not move on will make him a bitter opponent of Dr. Palm. He is tough but 
unfair and demands top performance. Pat is a quick learner.  
She is very good at handling the machines. 
This provokes resentment and envy among her colleagues like Dr. Grün. He becomes 
Pat's opponent, probably also because she has rejected him as a man. 
Mother Klara, a general practitioner, gave birth to Pat during her studies and raised her 
alone. Whatever Klara tells, the reproach that she had to make so many sacrifices for her 
daughter resonates. Patrizia calls herself Pat (Pät) because her father is an American 
who abandoned his wife and daughter before she was born. At least that's what Klara 
says. She expects the best performance from Pat, she wants to be able to be proud. 
Pat keeps a close eye on the tiny patients and repeatedly oversteps her teacher's rules. 
When she lets the parents see their children, Pat is accused of putting the little ones' 
lives in danger. Will Pat lose her apprenticeship because of this? 
 
 
 
 
Episode 2   Go ahead, Ms. Colleague ... 
 
Perfectly trained Pat, as the best in her class, doesn't get a job with her teacher. It is Dr. 
Engelbrecht, who gives her the chance to work at his small, neonatology ward. There Pat 
comes into conflict with the experienced nurses because she treats the tiny patients 
differently, gives incomprehensible instructions and does not tolerate any contradiction. 
Contrary to generally accepted understandings, she is convinced that premature babies 
feel pain. Even her assistants doubt her and need to be convinced. Professionally Pat is 
permanently on the front lines in the war against the far too high mortality rate of her 
babies. 
Privately, a happy phase begins because Mona enters Pat's life. Pat finally admits that 
she loves and desires women. Mona offers her the support she needs to fight. However, 
the relationship had to remain secret during that time. 
Pat's novel approach is actually a recollection of old knowledge: that physical contact 
with the mother gives a baby strength. Pat increasingly forgoes immediate artificial 
respiration. She gives the baby time and is successful in doing so. Once she risks 
everything with little Martin, too. After a brief, extreme struggle with death, the little one 
takes his first, independent breath and survives. 
Pat's assistant criticizes her harshly for this. 
A power failure throughout the district puts all babies in incubators in mortal danger. 
Pat reacts quickly: the children are ventilated by hand and placed on the chests of 
doctors and nurses. That way, they can't get cold. How long will they last?  
Examining judge Hardger questions head nurse Anita. Pat's loyal comrade-in-arms 
doesn't want to hurt the boss, but she couldn't approve of all the orders either. 



 

Episode 3   So Many Survive 
 
The babies all survive, their scores are even better than before the blackout. Pat feels 
vindicated in remodelling the neonatal unit to her liking. Her boss supports her, but 
forbids her to talk to the press. His party colleague, the city health councillor cannot use 
the topic "hospital system endangered by power outage" in the election campaign. Also, 
the city supports the registration studies of a new drug SF3 for newborns. 
Head nurse Anita campaigns for support from the entire nursing team. 
Incubators are being converted, mothers are being allowed to "kangaroo", babies are 
under oxygen showers and do not have to be artificially ventilated immediately. 
Even if not all survive, more and more do. 
As a television editor, Pat's partner Mona reports on her work and earns positive 
reactions. This provokes many doctors. They accuse Pat of embellishing the numbers 
and treating premature babies wrongly. Because many only know rumours, Pat steps in 
front of her colleagues in the perinatal society. She even invites her mother. She 
passionately reports on the "gentler" treatment of premature babies. First and foremost, 
her teacher Dr. Maurer feels personally attacked. Instead of the expected applause, Pat 
reaps angry roars. Shocked, she stands there. 
Examining judge Hardger interviews Pat's assistants, who are very negative. 
 
 
Episode 4   Excessive Overconfidence 
During a brief retreat into private life, Pat realizes she desperately wants to keep 
working. Her relationship with Mona breaks down over her desire to have a child. 
Pat returns and faces resistance from within her own team. 
Three major hospitals launch a phase three trial to bring the lung maturation drug SF3 
to approval. Pat is unable and unwilling to use this drug yet. 
She reunites with her long-time friend, Dr. Ludwig Mark. They end up in his luxurious 
doctor’s office. As an invitro specialist Ludwig makes a good living on helping women 
conceive. Pat thinks his approach is irresponsible, and they part ways in a dispute. 
Alerted by enthusiastic parents, a journalist brings a newspaper interview with Pat. 
Great interest is the echo to this story. Pat now expects to be fired. Her boss continues to 
forbid media contact, but informs her of her promotion to youngest senior physician. He 
thus gives her the task of raising sponsorship money for the ward. 
In a small town, Gabi is delivered by emergency C-section. Her parents have the feeling 
that their child is being treated incorrectly and Gabi's condition deteriorates 
dramatically. Desperately the parents ask Dr. Palm for help. 
At a sponsors' gala, Pat meets her friend Ludwig, who puts her in touch with a 
pharmaceutical company. However, her approach of avoiding devices and drugs as 
much as possible creates a dangerous opponent for her: Dr. Ecker, who promotes SF3 
for the pharmaceutical company. 
Invitro triplets are born in a private clinic in Vienna. The parents refuse to go to the 
better equipped central hospital and ask for Dr. Palm. She has to take over and fights 
with her assistant doctor for the three premature babies. 
At first, everything goes well. The three are breathing on their own. In this moment of 
relief, Pat receives the news that her mother has suffered a heart attack. 
Examining judge Dr. Hardger questions Dr. Maurer and two silverbacks convict a young 
woman. 
 
 



 

Episode 5    The Worst 
Pat's mother survives heart surgery, having ignored the omens for years. 
Pat receives a desperate call for help from Gabi's parents. Pat takes responsibility and 
brings the baby to her ward against the will of her colleague. 
In her hospital the mood is one of disaster: the triplets are in the crisis, which begins 48 
hours after birth, and the young doctors are overwhelmed. Pat arrives in time and 
directs the treatments with great calm. But she knows: never before have invitro 
multiples survived. She can at least give the father a good farewell to the children. Their 
mother is still too weak for that. 
That night leaves everyone traumatized. The young doctors leave Pat's team. 
Rumours about the dead premature babies on Pat's ward make the rounds among the 
colleagues. They are supplemented by some horror stories. The city health council 
demands that Pat's boss, Dr. Engelbrecht, provides a factual account of the documents 
prepared by Pat's assistants. The politician hires an expert witness. 
This is all going on behind Pat's back. She is preoccupied with the crisis in her ward. The 
only bright spot is that tiny Gabi's condition is improving. Then Pat receives a registered 
letter: charges of ten counts of negligent homicide under particularly dangerous 
circumstances. Her knees fail, she simply falls over. 
Examining judge Hardger interviews the father of the triplets, who is grateful to Pat for 
her support. 
 
Episode 6  Sentencing range up to three years 
Pat's boss saw himself forced to report an offence of ten counts of negligent homicide. 
Before he suspends her, she resigns. The management of the station is very quickly 
taken over by a former adversary. Pat has powerful opponents, only the parents of "her" 
children are behind her. They bring a petition to the health city council with media 
attention. This triggers a real witch hunt in the public. Dr. Palm a murderess? is the 
headline of the tabloids. Pat goes into hiding with her mother. In this extreme situation, 
the two become closer for the first time. 
 
Pat finally learns that Dr. Mischa Weninger, the president of the perinatal society, the 
doyen of obstetrics in Vienna, is her father. In a personal confrontation, he deeply 
regrets having denied the relationship with Klara and his daughter at the time. 
The first questioning by the Examining judge leaves Pat in a shock: the complaint is 
based on a damning report written by the doctor, who advertises the lung maturing 
medication. Pat realizes that she will not be able to do anything on her own. 
Through the mediation of her ex-partner Mona, she meets Lyn, a top lawyer who 
represents her very well and from then on accompanies her at all public appearances. 
The two become lovers. 
Her real father now supports her by procuring a renowned doctor for the counter-
opinion. The accusations are refuted on every point. 
The parents protest one more time. That they bring their babies, who owe their lives to 
Dr. Palm, does its work. Likewise, the counter-opinion, in the end Dr. Palm is completely 
rehabilitated. However, she has lost her livelihood and will never work as a 
neonatologist again. 
Thirty years later: the premature Gabi is now a nurse in a neonatology department. She 
owes her life to Dr. Palm and she knows that Dr. Palm's equipment was medieval from 
today's perspective. Much of what she had to fight for is taken for granted today.  
But she fought! 
 



 

“Survival Instinct” the project:  
 
 
 
With this story, author Konstanze Breitebner is the winner of the 
screenplay competition held by the Austrian Ministry of Economic Affairs 
"Heroines in Series" 2020 
 
This enabled intensive research and the development of the script for the 
first episode " Small hand, strong heart", 
as well as the detailed synopses for episodes 2 to 6. 
 
As part of this award, a mentoring program was made possible:  
the Berlin screenwriter Marianne Wendt supervised the project. 
 
Furthermore, a master class with the British screenwriter Helen Jacey took 
place. She supervised the project from a different perspective, in a dialogue 
with Konstanze Breitebner before the completion of the script. 
 
Legal Advisor to: 
Investigating judge in criminal cases and legal situation in 1993 in Austria 
Dr. Ronald Pohnert, judge in criminal cases at the Vienna Regional Court. 
 
Medical advisor to: 
neonatological intensive care 1980 - 1993 
Dr. Herbert Pötz - anesthesiologist, intensive care physician and  
pain therapist. 
 
Contact: Konstanze Breitebner 
       konstanze1@me.com 
                 +436643335068 
 
Video link:  
https://www.konstanzebreitebner.com/autorin/drehb%C3%BCcher/800-gramm-
leben-too-small-to-live/ 
 
 
THANK YOU Dr. M.M. 
        
 
 


