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Learning Objectives

§Understand the definitions of empathy and 
compassion and how they differ

§Examine the neuroscience of empathy and the 
various ways it plays out in challenging 
circumstances

§Explore how uncertainty is a common 
experience in medicine and working with 
uncertainty a useful skill

§Experience the usefulness of Insight Dialogue 
as a way of improving meaning in conversation 
with patients and colleagues



Resilience and
well-being

Quality of care

Quality of caring

Mindful 
practice

Moment-to-moment purposeful attentiveness to one’s own mental processes during every day work 
with the goal of practicing with clarity and compassion    Epstein, JAMA 1999



Mindfulness
The awareness that arises out of paying attention on purpose, in the 

present moment, without judgment (Kabat-Zinn 1994) 

Narrative Medicine
Narrative Competence: set of skills required to recognize, absorb, interpret and be 

moved by the stories one hears.   (R Charon. NEJM 2004;  350: 862-4)

To restore the human subject at the center-the  suffering, afflicted, fighting, human 
subject-we must deepen a case history to a narrative or tale. (Oliver Sacks, The 
Man Who Mistook His Wife  for a Hat, 1999)

Appreciative Inquiry
Strength-based approach to change management. (David Cooperider: Appreciative 

Inquiry: A Positive Revolution in Change, 2005)



The bottom line
§ Participation in a mindful communication program was associated 

with sustained improvements (<.001) in: 
§ Patient-centered attitudes (empathy, psychosocial orientation)
§ Physician well-being (burnout, mood)
§ Personality (increased emotional stability)

§ Associations were mediated by changes in mindfulness.

§ Participants identified three themes: community, skills 
development, and giving oneself permission to take time for self-
development.

§ 4-day intensive findings: ***NEW

§ Results replicated in Spain, Hong Kong, Sweden, and North 
America.

Krasner MS et al. JAMA (2009)



When I have seen by Time’s fell hand defaced

The rich proud cost of outworn buried age;

When sometime lofty towers I see down-razed

And brass eternal slave to mortal rage;

When I have seen the hungry ocean gain

Advantage on the kingdom of the shore,

And the firm soil win of the watery main,

Increasing store with loss and loss with store;

When I have seen such interchange of state,

Or state itself confounded to decay;

Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate,

That Time will come and take my love away.

This thought is as a death, which cannot choose

But weep to have that which it fears to lose.

“Sonnet 64” 
William Shakespeare



“Yes”

It could happen anytime,          
tornado, earthquake, Armageddon.  
It could happen.
Or sunshine, love, salvation.

It could, you know.                           
That’s why we wake
and look out –no guarantees
in this life.

But some bonuses, like morning,
like right now, like noon, 
like evening.

William Stafford



What is Compassion?

“Deep awareness of the suffering of oneself 
and other living beings, coupled with the wish 
and effort to alleviate it.”               

Paul Gilbert

“The wish that all sentient beings may be free 
from suffering. “   

Dalai Lama



What is Empathy?
“An accurate understanding of the [another’s] 
world as seen from the inside. To sense [another 
person’s] world as if it were your own.”              

Carl Rogers



Empathy
Affective, emotional resonance

Automatic mirroring with patients

Cognitive appraisal
Perspective taking, Curiosity

Ekman E et al. Medical Teacher (2017)



Distancing Empathy
Affective, emotional resonance

Automatic mirroring with 

Patients

Cognitive appraisal

Distancing

Aversion

Blaming, anger, avoidance, ignoring

Distressed Empathy
Affective, emotional resonance

Automatic mirroring with 

Patients

Empathic or Personal

Distress

Over-arousal

Self-related concern, Avoidance

Ekman E et al. Medical Teacher (2017)



Empathy
Affective, emotional resonance

Automatic mirroring with 

Patients

Cognitive appraisal

Perspective taking, curiosity

Compassionate Empathy
Affective, emotional resonance

Automatic mirroring with 

Patients

Cognitive appraisal

Perspective taking, curiosity

Empathic Response

Enactive compassion or stance

Ekman E et al. Medical Teacher (2017)





Insight Dialogue and Improvisation in the Medical Encounter
Greg Kramer and Paul Haidet, MD, MPH

Pause-Relax-Open

Trust Emergence

Speak the Truth/Listen Deeply

A Communicative Act/Creating Space

A Communicative Trait/Developing Voice

A Communicative Event/Creating Ensemble



§ Focus on an experience in which you noticed fear or 
insecurity, such as a clinical encounter where there was 
great uncertainty and many unknowns. 

§ Consider an experience for which you now have a sense 
of compassion for those involved , and a sense of self-
compassion for yourself.

§ Consider the current situation you are facing with 
respect to COVID-19 - uncertainties, fears, anxieties

§ Use the instructions from Insight Dialogue to Trust 
Emergence   to bring a contemplative quality to the 
storytelling, and to the listening, noticing improvisation 
within dialogue, within  your voice. 



If you’re willing to give up the hope that insecurity and 
pain can be exterminated, then we can have the courage 
to relax with the groundlessness of our situation.

The main point of these methods is to dissolve the 
dualistic struggle, our habitual tendency to struggle 
against what’s happening to us or in us. These methods 
instruct us to move toward difficulties rather than 
backing away. We don’t get this kind of encouragement 
very often. 

Pema Chödrön



“In real medicine you view the person as unique—in a 
sense you drop your training. You are immersed in the 
case itself, letting your view of it develop in context. 

You certainly use your training; you refer to it, 
understand it, ground yourself in it, but you don’t 

allow your training to blind you to the actual person 
who is sitting in front of you. In this way, you pass 
beyond competence to presence. To do anything 

artistically, you have to acquire technique, but you 
create through your technique and not with it.”

Stephen Nachmanovitch



Pandemic by Lynn Ungar
What if you thought of it
as the Jews consider the Sabbath—
the most sacred of times?
Cease from travel.
Cease from buying and selling.
Give up, just for now,
on trying to make the world
different than it is.
Sing. Pray. Touch only those
to whom you commit your life.
Center down.

And when your body has become still,
reach out with your heart.
Know that we are connected
in ways that are terrifying and beautiful.
(You could hardly deny it now.)
Know that our lives
are in one another’s hands.
(Surely, that has come clear.)
Do not reach out your hands.
Reach out your heart.
Reach out your words.
Reach out all the tendrils
of compassion that move, invisibly,
where we cannot touch.

Promise this world your love--
for better or for worse,
in sickness and in health,
so long as we all shall live.



THREE SHORT MINDFULNESS PRACTICES 

STOP Practice
§ S – Stop

§ T – Take a few slow purposeful breaths

§ O – Observe what’s going on in the mind with thoughts, in the body with sensation, in the 
emotional and feeling realm

§ P – Proceed with intention

Pause – “where are my feet”
§ Throughout the day take a few moments to purposefully pause, breath, and notice where 

your body is. Perhaps ask yourself “where are my feet?” and notice their contact to 
the ground and to your body.

3-STEP MINI-BREAK
§ PAUSE – (a reminder to STOP/slowdown for a moment) – NOTICE 

body/thoughts/feelings, close your eyes if you feel comfortable

§ RELAX –take a few deep slow breaths - try to let go: of physical tension AND/OR difficult 
thoughts/feelings as you breath 

§ OPEN – allow the hands to open and become unclenched/unfolded alongside the body–
make space for something new, a different way of thinking or feeling, a different physical 
feeling – what can you NOTICE around and within you?



www.mindfulpractice.urmc.edu
www.facebook.com/MindfulPracticeURMC

http://www.mindfulpractice.urmc.edu/
http://www.facebook.com/MindfulPracticeURMC
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