Humanising medical practice: the role of empathy

Nick Haslam

Empathy should be sought and supported as a desirable, career-long trait in doctors

any observers have argued that medical practice is

increasingly dehumanised, dominated by impersonal

technologies and economic imperatives.! A solution that
is sometimes offered is to cultivate empathy in doctors.> Many
doctors may be sceptical, wondering whether empathy is too ill-
defined to make a difference in the pressured arena of clinical
work. Perhaps it can be safely left to essay-writing medical
humanists or to the nursing staff . ..

Such scepticism is unwarranted. Empathy can be defined as the
capacity to take the perspectives of others, to be sensitive to their
inner experience and to engage with them compassionately, rather
than simply sharing their emotions (sympathy). In the medical
context, empathy can be defined as “appreciation of the patients
emotions and expression of that awareness to the patient”.> More
importantly, an emerging body of research indicates that empathy
is associated with a variety of positive clinical outcomes.

Much of the evidence linking doctors’ empathy to patients’
outcomes is indirect. Large bodies of research show that positive
outcomes are associated with the quality of the doctor—patient
relationship and doctor—patient communication, and that empathy
enhances both. Direct links between empathy and clinical out-
comes have also been established. More empathic medical stu-
dents received higher ratings of clinical competence and
performed better on history-taking and standardised physical
examinations.™> More empathic medical students and doctors
received higher patient satisfaction ratings.” Patients judge
empathy to be very important in consultations,® and show better
treatment adherence and greater enablement with more empathic
doctors.” When doctors report a loss of empathy they subse-
quently show an increase in their rate of major medical errors.®
Doctors’ communication skills are associated with a variety of
positive outcomes for patients” and with reduced risk of malprac-
tice claims, and patients judge their doctors’ empathy on the basis
of such skills (eg, being reassuring, showing understanding,
explaining procedures, not ignoring their concerns).*

If empathy promotes positive clinical outcomes, then we should
want doctors to be empathic. This aim could be achieved by

promoting empathy in medical training, and by using empathy as
a selection criterion for entry to medical training. These two
approaches reflect the reality that empathy is a disposition or
quality, but also one that is malleable. Many ways of promoting
empathy have been proposed, ranging from training in communi-
cation skills, to education in the medical humanities, through to
complete overhaul of the medical curriculum. A review of inter-
vention studies suggests that communication skills workshops
have the greatest impact on medical students’ empathy.’

Assessing empathy as a criterion in medical school admission is
more controversial, and there is as yet little direct evidence that it
would produce better doctors. Nevertheless, several studies make
an indirect case for supplementing traditional selection pro-
cedures, which are based heavily on educational attainment and
cognitive ability, with measures of empathic traits. First, measures
of empathy are generally unrelated to indices of attainment and
ability, but capture non-redundant information that is relevant for
selection. For example, one study found that empathy correlated
highly with selection interview scores,'’ but not with academic
grades or a standardised aptitude test. Second, psychometric
measures of empathy have been shown to predict real-world
empathic behaviour, and should therefore be able to identify
applicants who are especially likely to interact empathically with
patients. Finally, including empathy assessment in the selection
process is likely to increase access to medical training for less
socially privileged applicants. Such students tend to fare less well
on traditional criteria, but perform equally well or better on
assessments of empathic traits.'* The possibility that broadened
selection criteria might tend to favour female applicants, given
evidence of sex differences,” must also be entertained.

Even if doctors’ empathy can be enhanced by medical education
or selection, it is at least as important to prevent the erosion of
empathy over the course of professional training and practice.
There is now considerable evidence that levels of empathy tend to
decline during medical school and beyond."> This decline has
been attributed to the growing reliance on technology, and to
economic and time constraints imposed by health care systems.
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Others identify psychological dynamics beneath the loss of
empathy, such as creeping cynicism, a self-protective disengage-
ment from people’s suffering and a sense of hopelessness in the face
of therapeutic failure. Research indicates that the loss of empathy is
linked to burnout — notably, feelings of emotional fatigue and a
tendency to depersonalise patients. Trainees who make major
medical errors subsequently experience a decline in empathy.®
Similarly, doctors who feel less in control of patient outcomes tend
to engage in styles of closed, impersonal and inattentive communi-
cation that lead patients to see them as unempathic.'°

There is a positive side to all of this. Empathy can be lost, but it
can also be gained. If doctors lose empathy because of burnout,
unhappiness and a loss of a sense of control over their work, then
remedying these conditions should indirectly increase empathy.
Indeed, doctors who report higher levels of wellbeing and a greater
sense of personal accomplishment also report higher levels of
empathy,'* and increases in wellbeing among residents are accom-
panied by increases in empathy.!® If empathic doctors are indeed
better doctors, then improving doctors’ wellbeing should benefit
patients.

Author details

Nick Haslam, PhD, Associate Professor and Reader
Department of Psychology, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, VIC.
Correspondence: nhaslam@unimelb.edu.au

References

1 Haslam N. Dehumanization: an integrative review. Pers Soc Psychol Rev
2006; 10: 252-264.

2 Hojat M. Empathy in patient care: antecedents, development, measure-
ment, and outcomes. New York: Springer, 2007.

3 Stepien KA, Baernstein A. Educating for empathy: a review. J Gen Intern
Med 2006; 21: 524-530.

4 Hojat M, Gonnella JS, Mangione S, et al. Empathy in medical students as
related to academic performance, clinical competence and gender. Med
Educ 2002; 36: 522-527.

5 Colliver JA, Willis MS, Robbs RS, et al. Assessment of empathy in a
standardized-patient examination. Teach Learn Med 1998; 10: 8-10.

6 Mercer SW, McConnachie A, Maxwell H, et al. Relevance and practical
use of the consultation and relational empathy (CARE) measure in
general practice. Fam Pract 2005; 22: 328-334.

7 Mercer SW, Reilly D, Watt GCM. The importance of empathy in the
enablement of patients attending the Glasgow Homoeopathic Hospital.
BrJ Gen Pract 2002; 52: 901-905.

8 West CP, Huschka MM, Novotny PJ, et al. Association of perceived
medical errors with resident distress and empathy: a prospective longitu-
dinal study. JAMA 2006; 296: 1071-1078.

9 Stewart MA. Effective physician—-patient communication and health out-
comes: a review. CMAJ 1995; 152: 1423-1433.

10 Silvester J, Patterson F, Koczwara A, Ferguson E. “Trust me.."”. Psycho-
logical and behavioral predictors of perceived physician empathy. J Appl
Psychol 2007; 92: 519-527.

11 Carrothers RM, Gregory SW, Gallagher TJ. Measuring emotional intelli-
gence of medical school applicants. Acad Med 2000; 75: 456-463.

12 Lumsden MA, Bore M, Millar K, et al. Assessment of personal qualities in
relation to admission to medical school. Med Educ 2005; 39: 258-265.

13 Bellini LM, Shea JA. Mood change and empathy decline persist during
three years of internal medicine training. Acad Med 2005; 80: 164-167.

14 Thomas MR, Dyrbye LN, Huntington JL, et al. How do distress and well-
being relate to medical student empathy? A multicenter study. J Gen
Intern Med 2007; 22: 177-183.

15 Shanafelt TD, West C, Zhao X, et al. Relationship between increased
personal well-being and enhanced empathy among internal medicine
residents. J Gen Intern Med 2005; 20: 559-564. u]

382 MJA e Volume 187 Number 7 e 1 October 2007



