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Encourages Participation In Treatment

Research documents the strong correlation between compassionate doctoring
and improved adherence to treatment by patients.” For instance, researchers
found that when physical therapists working with elderly patients were more
compassionate, their patients were more likely to do their prescribed exercises at
home.? Similarly, multiple studies have also found a link between doctor
compassion and treatment adherence in HIV patients. Researcher Mary
Catherine Beach posed a simple research question: whether patients living with
HIV/AIDS who answered “yes” to the question, “does your doctor know you as a
whole person?” would better adhere to their treatment regimens.> The question
was designed to measure “patient-centeredness,” or a doctor’s ability to practice
empathy and compassion to understand each patient as a unique person.*

Beach’s research specifically looked at the patients’ adherence with Highly Active
Antiretroviral Therapy (“‘HAART”). HAART treatment consists of taking a cocktail
of antiviral drugs tailored to each patient. The efficacy of the treatment requires
that patients are regimented and careful about taking their medication daily.®

The treatment can be difficult, causing a number of challenging side effects that
can impact a patient’s daily life.® Among the more than fifteen hundred patients
surveyed, adherence to the HAART treatment increased from 67% to 76% when
patients reported that their doctor knew them as a person.’

Another researcher, Tabor Flickinger, also examined HIV patients, conducting
hour-long interviews with them to assess their perceptions of their physician’s
compassion and their treatment adherence.® Flickinger’s research provides
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insight into why there is such a strong correlation between physician empathy
and treatment adherence in the HIV/AIDS context. Clinicians who displayed
greater compassion empowered patients to disclose more information in their
appointments.® When physicians engaged with patients more, using positive talk
and asking more questions, patients in turn “gave more information to their
clinicians in both the psychological and biomedical realms.”® With more
information, treatment could be more tailored to suit the patient’s needs, allowing
for better treatment and treatment adherence.

Across the medical field, there is a crisis in treatment adherence; studies show
that about half of the medications for chronic conditions are not taken as
prescribed. But encouragingly, across a variety of medical contexts,
compassionate interventions from doctors lead to better treatment adherence
and patient self-efficacy.

Improves outcomes

Because compassion by doctors improves treatment adherence, it also
correlates to improved long-term health outcomes. In Nalini Ambady’s research
on physical therapy treatment adherence, the elderly patients with
compassionate physicians saw improved abilities to complete the activities of
daily living." In contrast, for the patients whose physical therapists were not
empathetic, they had both short and long-term decreases in the activities of daily
living."”? Similarly, the same HIV patients who were more likely to adhere to their
HAART treatment saw improved health outcomes.™

Why does compassion work so well? Medical care requires trust and open
communication between patient and physician, and physician compassion proves
to be a simple way to foster both.™ In a survey of 127 studies on the correlation
between empathetic care and treatment adherence, researcher Kelly Zolnierek
extrapolated a key unifying feature: communication.” When physicians were
able to communicate well with their patients, their patients had 19% higher
treatment adherence across a variety of medical contexts.’® The benefits of
communication between doctor and patient are straightforward; communication
“improves the transmission and retrieval of important clinical and psychosocial
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information, facilitates patient involvement in decision making, allows open
discussion of benefits, risks, and barriers to adherence, [and] builds rapport and
trust.”’” Physician compassion correlates to a better exchange of information,
which leads to better interpersonal trust and a perception of physician expertise
and higher patient satisfaction, which in turn leads to better compliance.®

Lowers stress and anxiety

Compassionate doctors also have patients with lower levels of stress and
anxiety.” Researcher Rachel Weiss hypothesized that physician compassion
would lead to a decrease in patient stress and anxiety in emergency room intake
appointments.?’ Weiss recorded intake appointments and coded each time a
patient expressed a negative emotion. Then, she coded whether the physician
responded empathetically, neutrally, or unempathetically to the patient. When
Weiss measured patient anxiety before and after these intake appointments, the
patients whose physician had responded empathetically reported a decrease in
anxiety level.?’ Sophie Lelorain found a similar correlation in cancer patients.
Lelorain reviewed 39 studies examining physician empathy in cancer care,
finding a connection between physician empathy and “lesser psychological
distress."”?

Doesn’t take much time and increases time affluence

Given the clear benefits of physician compassion in the medical context, the
obvious first question is, do doctors have time to be compassionate with each
and every patient? The research suggests that compassionate interventions can
be short and do not extend the length of an average doctor-patient interaction.

In Weiss’s study of physician empathy and patient anxiety in ER intake
appointments, she found that when physicians responded empathetically to
patient concerns, not only did it alleviate patient anxiety, it also had no statistical
impact on the length of the appointments.®

Researcher Linda Fogarty created two videotapes of a simulated patient and
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physician interaction, one of which had a 40 second compassionate intervention.
When cancer survivors watched the videos, those who watched the video
containing the 40 second intervention reported a significant reduction in anxiety.?*
Not only are compassionate interventions short, they also correlate to fewer
missed appointments.?® In short, compassion does not require a significant
restructuring of a doctor’s practice. All it requires is listening to the instances
when a patient expresses “concerns, emotions, or stressors,” and responding
with recognition and compassion.?® These small interventions can lead to better
communication and trust, which can free up time in the long-run by reducing the
need to perform “rework” to correct misunderstandings.

Practicing compassion also increases feelings of time affluence, which is the
perception of how much time you have. Researcher Cassie Mogilner
hypothesized that even though helping others through empathy and compassion
takes objective time (but not as much as we might think), it would increase
people’s sense of time affluence.?” She designed a study that compared wasting
time, spending time on others, getting time back, and spending time on oneself.
Participants who gave time to help others reported feeling that they had more
time than any others. Mogilner reasoned that this increased time affluence
came from the fact that helping others made participants have increased feelings
of self-efficacy. Simply put, spending time on others made the participants feel
“highly effective and capable,” which in turn made them feel energized and like
they had more time moving forward.?®

Positive effects on compassion-giver

In addition to improving patient outcomes and reducing patient anxiety, when
doctors are compassionate, it improves their own ability to cope with stress,
increases their happiness and self-esteem, and makes them feel less pressed for
time.?® Compassion is a “stress-buffering” emotion, meaning practicing

2 See Linda A. Fogarty et al., Can 40 Seconds of Compassion Reduce Patient Anxiety?, 17 J. oF CLINICAL
OncoLogy 317, 376. (1999).

% Beach, supra note 3, at 661

% Diane S. Morse M.D. et al., Missed Opportunities for Interval Empathy in Lung Cancer Communication,
168 ArcH INTERNAL MED. 1853 (2008); Weiss, supra note 19, at

1855. (“The research evidence is clear that our actions create much of the patient demand that
overwhelms us. When we treat symptoms and complaints, rather than root causes, our patients will
always return for more ... [Clompassionate care remarkably improves patient outcomes, dramatically
reduces rates of interventions and costs, and helps our patients be more resilient.”).

27 Cassie Mogilner et al., Giving Time Gives You Time, 23 PsycHoL. Sci. 1233 (2012)

% Id. at 1233.

2 See Brandon J. Cosley et al., Is Compassion for Others Stress Buffering? Consequences of
Compassion and Social Support for Physiological Reactivity to Stress, 46 J. oF EXPERIMENTAL Soc.
PsycHoL. 816 (2010); Cassie Mogilner et al., Giving Time Gives You Time, 23 PsycHoL. Sci. 1233 (2012);
Myriam Mongrain et al., Practicing Compassion Increases Happiness and Self-Esteem, 12 HaPPINESS
Stup. 963 (2011).



compassion can make you better able to cope with your own stress.*® More
specifically, research shows that when an individual is compassionate, receiving
social support during times of stress is more beneficial and better reduces stress
levels.®" Because compassion can reduce stress, there is also a clear
correlation between empathy and compassion and facing stress without
becoming burnt out.*?

Practicing compassion also improves long-term psychological well-being of
doctors.*® Participants in a study who performed a compassionate task saw
improved self-esteem and happiness, as well as marginal decreases in the level
of reported depression.®* Increases in happiness in turn “engender a variety of
positive life outcomes, includ[ing] improved mental and physical health, work life,
and interpersonal relationships.”®
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