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The aspiration to be a good doctor is probably common to us
all, but what does it really mean? Has anyone defined “good?”
I’m reminded of many personal statements I’ve read over the
years in which students, vying for a highly sought after place
in medical school, claim to be cut out for the job because they’re
empathetic or willing to go the extra mile to help others.
Empathy is an ambiguous concept, but in medicine it can be
loosely defined as an emotional experience between clinician
and patient, where the clinician identifies with and transiently
experiences the patient’s emotional state.1 Importantly, it’s
thought to increase one’s motivation to help others, so it’s no
surprise that empathy and altruism tend to go hand in hand.2

Empathy is also a trait highly valued by patients, yet evidence
indicates that doctors often lack it3 and that it declines
throughout our medical training.4 5 Is there something wrong
with the way we train doctors, or is it normal for our empathy
to decrease with repeated and sustained exposure to emotions
such as grief, pain, suffering, and fear—which we encounter
almost every day through our interactions with patients?
In my own consultations I’m aware that I sometimes forget the
clock and give patients the time they need because it feels like
the right thing to do, but admittedly I’ve sometimes brushed
aside cues, knowingly or unknowingly, that should have been
greeted with empathy—perhaps because I was tired, stressed,
running late, or simply unable to give any more that day. Does
that make me an unempathetic or bad doctor?
As healthcare professionals, it feels as though we do very little
to cultivate our empathy or to prevent it from being eroded by
the various environmental stressors we face. I wonder whether
the emergence of mindfulness in new medical school
curriculums will better equip prospective doctors to maintain

their empathy levels in a high pressure, emotionally charged
working environment.
We’ll never get it perfect all of the time, but it feels as though
we should be giving as much of ourselves as we can, so that we
feel fulfilled in our jobs and our patients feel cared for—but not
so much that we become burnt out and emotionally depleted.
This is important for our own wellbeing but is also central to
our vocation, which is about alleviating suffering, not just curing
disease.
Arguably, Edward Livingston Trudeau’s philosophy, “to cure
sometimes, to relieve often, to comfort always,” may be overly
idealistic—but it does bring home the need to understand and
nurture our capacity for empathy, when pursuing our aspiration
to be “good” doctors.
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