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Will physicians be able to recover the empathy we used to have

with patients?

In order to discuss this subject, which is
related to the inadequate behaviors of several
physicians in current medical practice, it is
necessary to present the actions that have led
to habit modifications when facing the totally
uncertain situations encountered in the medical
profession. In addition, we can clearly see that
there are many deviations from one of the
fundamental principles of medicine, which is
based on helping and caring for patients, above
any other interest.

I believe that, in this situation, it is essential
that we, physicians, analyze possible answers and
patient satisfaction in current medical practice.
There is no doubt that changes in medicine have
been increasing faster and faster; however, it is
regrettable that they have been based solely on
science, given that humanism has progressively
diminished in actions taken by physicians.
Moreover, it is not possible to preserve the art that
has always been present in medicine, because it
is being swept away by mercantilism, technology,
utilitarianism, etc.

It is worth noting that science has led us to
many significant advances, especially related to
the cure of severe diseases, even for extremely
uncommon ones.

Nevertheless, it is absolutely necessary for
physicians to keep in mind that medicine is not
merely a science, but should be accompanied by
humanism, which is an essential pillar in order to
maintain an appropriate behavior with patients at
all times. The presence of art in medicine allows
us to perform the actions we take at all times and
when caring for patients, both for adults and for
children and their parents.

In addition, it is completely necessary that
physicians know that our profession is an art
based on science, quoting Karl Jasper, physician
and philosopher: “medical art, unlike other art forms,
aims at the restoration of a natural state, through
science, but also through consolation, compassion,
help”.

Every inadequate action taken by physicians
mainly leads to a major crisis of confidence in
patients as to their relationship with physicians.
Unfortunately, this is clearly increasing, rather
than improving. Many professionals do not
keep in mind that medical practice goes beyond
scientific boundaries, and these actions displace

humanism, one of the pillars of medicine since
time immemorial. If this situation does not
change, we will face a tragedy, because medical
practice will be getting further and further away
from the patient.

Physicians could improve their relationship
with patients and, to that end, they can learn
through adequate knowledge of what should
be done in medical practice. In order to do so, it
is critical that this learning starts at university,
during the residency program, and also in the
first years of medical practice. Multiple pieces of
evidence indicate that these skills can be learned
in an early manner, thus ensuring better results.
One of the main problems of medical education
nowadays is that there is a disproportionate
amount of scientific information, which will
undoubtedly be useless. In addition, they will
end up being those kinds of people who “say
they know, but they do not know,” which is a big
mistake and, instead of helping patients, they
will harm them.

Moreover, I would like to point out an
extremely important action when being in contact
with patients: altruism, one of the ancient medical
principles, and one of the most relevant as well.
Altruism means to pursue the wellbeing of
others, even at the expense of our own, and also
foster responsibility and motivation in order
to provide the best care, and maintain a desire
to serve others with honor and respect. This is
extremely important because, in my opinion,
current physicians do not keep altruism in mind,
since they are scarcely trained on social skills and
are not able to relate with their patients as human
beings. Trousseau left us these words: “the worst
physician these days is the one who exudes science and
barely masters the art of medicine. Helping people heal
is purely and simply an art”.

I will address empathy, which is one of the
most expected actions in the patient-doctor
relationship. When we discuss empathy, its
concept is not always clearly defined, although
it is strongly associated with a feeling of
identification with something or someone. But
it is also extremely important to mention the
ability empathy has to share the patients’ feelings,
which is therefore a blend of adequate information,
kindness, and a sensitive regard. Otherwise, the term
empathy refers to the mental ability of effectively



putting yourself in somebody else’s shoes, which
is critical in the patient-doctor relationship.
In addition, it will allow us to be able to
understand someone else’s mind, know what
they may be going through, and what they will
feel and worry about.

Among other effects, it is important to
highlight that empathy allows to achieve an
adequate balance between scientific knowledge
and care provided to patients and children’s
parents. This indicates that, at all times, there
are actions that should always be present in
the doctor-patient/parent relationship, by
emphasizing the importance of emotions. It is
critical that this action is shared with students
and physicians just starting their career. By
keeping emotions in mind, they will accompany
them from an early stage and, therefore, they
will incorporate what they must know and do as
physicians. This will allow them to maintain it
forever in medical practice.

The importance of developing empathy with
patients is much needed these days, given that
there is an important crisis of confidence in
patients as to their relationship with doctors. We
should consider that a lack of trust breaks off any
relationship between people.

Developing empathy between the physician
and the patient not only favors the patient,
but also the physician, given that it increases
diagnostic accuracy, and a good clinical
judgment allows to adequately assess the need
for certain tests and, also, to prescribe the correct
medications. This is what patients and their
parents expect, since this will lead to their
satisfaction, ensuring great trust in the doctor.

Finally, I would like to highlight the
importance of ethics in every action we take as
physicians. In this regard, I point out the question
that was published in The Lancet 27 years ago:
How much ethics is needed to make a good doctor?
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The answers encompassed three actions which
are necessary to maintain ethics at all times in our
profession, which were:

Motivation: being interested in the patient and
feeling satisfaction by helping them.

Judgment: assessment, advice, and patient-
centered decisions.

Empathy: a blend of adequate information,
kindness, and a sensitive regard.

We shall always maintain these actions in
every daily activity we undertake as part of
medical practice. In this way, we will have an
adequate relationship with patients and their
parents, and they will receive help and care, in the
context of a medical practice that respects ethics.

José Maria Ceriani Cernadas
Editor-in-chief
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