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“Behrens said there was a 
deep-seated lack of empathy in 
the medical profession.”

“He called for medical training 
to be redesigned to encourage 
a more empathetic and 
collaborative approach from 
doctors.”

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/toxic-culture-among-nhs-doctors-times-health-commission-g3ltrt7f0



Good news: empathy is a core part of 
the solution





Systematic review 1





Systematic review 2



26 studies showing that empathy can be 
learned



Systematic review 3 (the Chef 
D’Oeuvre)





Which words cause more pain?

"We are going to give you 
a local anesthetic that will 
numb the area and you 
will be comfortable during 
the procedure"

"You are going to feel a big 
bee sting; this is the worst 
part of the procedure"









If empathy were a patentable drug, it 
would be a blockbuster



To pillars of our transformative vision

1. Medical school 
increases empathy

2. System-level empathy



Stoneygate Centre for Excellence in 
Empathic Healthcare
June 1 2022: Centre founded



A brand new curriculum

Five streams (all underway: watch this space!)
1. Reduce the decline in empathy
2. Empathy during the teaching of 

pathophysiology
3. Enhanced Health Enhancement Programme
4. Enhanced Clinical Skills Programme*
5. “Walk a mile in your shoes”
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The facts

• Diversity is on the rise
– In the UK, 10million (14.5%) of citizens born outside the UK, 9 million (14%) of 

the population is non-White, 6main religions with >250 000 adherents.
– In the US: 45 million (14%) born outside the country, 204 million (almost 40%) 

belong to ethnic minorities, 11 religions with >1 million adherents.

• Within the same hour in a clinic, doctor may see:
– a male farmer with back pain who has never spoken about his feelings
– a female immigrant from Syria with respiratory problems who is worried about 

paying for her care
– a young student using a wheelchair experiencing depression
– a transgender patient attending a routine check-up. 



The problem
This diversity is a cause for celebration. It can also present a barrier 
to empathy

– A reassuring touch may be the expected norm in some cultures, 
but a violation of morals in others.

– Asking a patient how they feel about a proposed treatment may 
delight a well-informed patient, yet signal incompetence to a 
patient who expects their doctor to know best.

– Spontaneously opening the door for an older woman may be 
appreciated, yet the same act could offend someone in a 
wheelchair who prefers to do it themselves. 

The average time for a GP consultation in the UK is 9:22. How can 
a practitioner adapt so quickly to such different patients?



Turning diversity from a barrier to a facilitator of 
empathy in health care. Howick J, Palipana D, 

Dambha-Miller H, Khunti K. Br J Gen Pract. 2022 
Dec 21;73(726):24-25
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Andersen FA, Johansen AB, Søndergaard J, Andersen CM, Assing Hvidt E. Revisiting the trajectory of medical students' empathy, and impact of gender, specialty 
preferences and nationality: a systematic review. BMC Med Educ. 2020 Feb 17;20(1):52. doi: 10.1186/s12909-020-1964-5. PMID: 32066430; PMCID: PMC7027232.

Empathy scores in India, Kuwait, China, Korea, 
Iran and Pakistan reported lower mean 

empathy scores compared to Western countries.



Nembhard IM, David G, Ezzeddine I, Betts D, Radin J. A systematic review of research on empathy in health care. Health Serv Res. 2023 
Apr;58(2):250-263. doi: 10.1111/1475-6773.14016. Epub 2022 Jul 15. PMID: 35765156; PMCID: PMC10012244.
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We are finding out what we don’t 
know now: watch this space!

• Postdoctoral fellow starting July 1st

• Effect of demographics of practitioners on 
how patients experience empathy?

• Effect of demographics of patients on how 
patients experience empathy?

• Interactions? (Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that there might be paradoxical results!)

• Effects?



Summary

• Empathy is good for patients and practitioners
• We know that the demographics of practitioners 

makes a difference to patients
• We don’t know what the effect of patient 

demographics on how they experience empathy 
(from practitioners of various ethnicities)

• We are finding out
• We would love to collaborate with you and our 

team is growing



Thank you!

@jeremyhowick
jh815@Leicester.ac.uk


