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https://new.artsmia.org/activity-self-care-through-art/

Untitled, 1967
Kusama, Yayoi

Carrie Mae Weems: The Kitchen Table Series, 1990

Museum-based practices
• Address burnout, moral injury, & 

depression

Connection to art
• Encourages us to slow down, notice 

what matters to ourselves and others
• Challenges assumptions

Sharing stories
• Help us feel less isolated
• Enhance joy, well-being, gratitude, 

health

Fam Med. 2020;52(10):736-40. 

Thanks to Alice 
Boone
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Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry Volume 60 / Number 1 / January 2021

Suicide Hotline video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kb24RrHIbFk

Let’s watch a music video
• How could this be used 

educationally?
• Organize your thinking 

around the six learning 
competencies

Medical 
Knowledge

Interpersonal & 
Communication 

Skills

Patient Care Professionalism

Practice-Based 
Learning & 

Improvement 

Systems-Based 
PracticeLogic - 1-800-273-8255 ft. Alessia Cara, Khalid (2017)
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Objectives

1. Define the construct of empathy, recognize its importance in medicine, 

and discuss how it might be cultivated in learners.

2. Explain how the humanities can foster perspective-taking, 

connectedness, empathy, and compassion.

3. Describe specific ways in which the humanities and contemplative 

practices can effectively be used in medical education.
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Outline
Introduction to Empathy, Connectedness

Empathy in Medical Training

Compassion & Burnout

Narrative Medicine & Contemplative Practice in Education

Arts & Humanities
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AAMC, 2020

The medical humanities involve the study and/or practice of 
various humanistic endeavors and arts in relation to healthcare 

What can help foster community and 
cultivate social connectedness?
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Empathy: Experience Sharing

• Umbrella term that describes multiple ways people 

respond to one another...sharing, thinking about, and 

caring about others’ feelings

• A cardinal feature of empathy is that it usually helps 

connect people to others. 
Empathy fuels 

connection

Empathy
Sharing, Thinking About, & Caring About Others’ Feelings
Promotion of Pro-Social, Helping Behavior, Shared Goals

Cognitive Empathy Affective Empathy

Perception of another’s 
emotion

Understanding of another’s 
emotions and perspective

Feeling the same emotion as 
another

Empathic concern 
Personal distress 
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Compassion

Compassion
Cognitive Empathy & 

Affective Empathy
Empathic Concern

Motivation to act to 
alleviate suffering

Self Kindness (versus judgment)
Common humanity (versus 

isolation)
Mindfulness (versus over-

identification)

Self Compassion

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9_1Rt1R4xbM&list=PLxrt32PYU4HGkXxEy98HocAnfl49wl2DY&index=11
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Benefits of Empathy

Diagnostic accuracy
Patient enablement

Better health outcomes
Obesity, diabetes, hypertension, asthma

Osteoarthritis pain, immune changes

Rewarding positive feedback
Lower risk of malpractice suits

Higher rates of compliance
Reduction in burnout

Efficiency in communication

The American Journal of Medicine (2020); 133:561-566

The Science
Empathy ‘happens’ when we 
activate neuronal networks

de Waal, F., Preston, S. Mammalian empathy: behavioural manifestations and neural basis. Nat Rev Neurosci 18, 498–509 (2017). 
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We Experience More Empathy For Our In-Group

● Individuals tend to have the most empathy 

for others who look or act like them, for 

others who have suffered in a similar way, 

or for those who share a common goal. 

● We’re wired to recognize and respond to 

differences, and socially or culturally-based 

perceptions can trigger subconscious fears 

that threaten emotional homeostasis

Increased activations in the ACC and the 
frontal/insula cortex shown in whole-brain 

statistical parametric mapping analyses 
when participants perceived racial in-

group faces. 

The Journal of Neuroscience, July 1, 2009 • 29(26):8525– 8529 

When people encounter outsiders 
in pain, they report less empathy, 
feel less anxious, and imitate the 

person’s facial expressions less than 
when the victim is an insider. 
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Molenberghs P and Louis WR (2018) Insights From fMRI Studies Into Ingroup Bias. Front. Psychol. 9:1868.

Bias

Altruistic Soccer Fans
● Altruistic motivation, directed toward the ultimate goal of increasing the 

welfare of a person in need, is evoked by empathy, also known as the 

empathy-altruism hypothesis

● Shocks to the hand and observed ingroups and outgroups

● AI activation stronger for in-group members, reflecting a bias in 

empathy responses

Neuron 68, 149–160
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Is There Evidence that 
Empathy Declines in 
Medical Students?
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Reconsidering the Data
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Empathy: A 
Component of 

Kindness

Kelley, J. M., Kraft-Todd, G., Schapria, L., Kossowsky, 
J., & Riess, H. (2014). The influence of the patient-
clinician relationship on healthcare outcomes: A 
systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized 
controlled trials. PLOS One, 9:4, 1-7.
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Kindness: a component of our professionalism 
statement

Decline in 
Empathy? Bias Disconnection Out-Group 

Interactions
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Fast Medicine Slow Medicine

What’s wrong, how can I fix it? What’s in the way of healing?
Framing healthcare as a personal relationship

https://katebowler.com/podcasts/victoria-sweet-medicine-with-a-soul/

Can it be taught?

• Interested in cognitive empathy: mentalizing, theory of 
mind, thinking about others

• Foster ‘other-oriented’ and outward looking point of 
view

• Versus ‘inward-oriented’ (“how would I feel in this 
situation?”) which can lead to burn-out an abandoning 
patients to escape suffering

• Taught by what? 
• Curiosity is important: need time for reflection to 

increase self-awareness and to develop clinical curiosity 

J R Coll Physicians Edinb. 2016 Jun;46(2):107-112

Helps to address discrimination and othering via fostering 
perspective-taking
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Journal of Patient Experience 2017, Vol. 4(2) 74-77
Academic Psychiatry (2020) 44:606–610

“Research in the neurobiology of empathy has changed 
the perception of empathy from a soft skill to a 

neurobiologically based competency”
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How Can We Increase 
Empathy?

Halpern J. From Detached Concern to Empathy: Humanizing Medical Practice. New York: Oxford University Press; 2001.

A Cultivation of Empathic Curiosity,  
in a purposeful, radical manner

Let’s Take a Deeper Dive
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BMJ Open 2020;10:e036471

Communication-Based 
Training

Perspective-Taking
Training

Psychotherapy 
Focus

Empathy Skill 
Training

Arts & Humanities

Mindfulness Gaming

● Literary fiction is essentially an exploration of the human 

experience

● Reading fiction enables people to understand others better. 

● Exposure to fiction: positively related to measures of social ability

● Self-reported tendency to become engaged in a story predicted 

self-reported empathy
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“Literary fiction...uniquely 
engages the psychological 
processes needed to gain 
access to characters’ 
subjective experiences.”

Thought to help physicians in 
developing empathy and 
understanding for the patient 
experience, approaching 
ethical decision-making, and 
attaining capacity for reflection 
and self-awareness (JAACAP)

Science 18 Oct 2013: Vol. 342, Issue 6156, pp. 377-380

● Improved attitudes towards members of stigmatized 

groups

● More empathy towards LGBTQ community

● Discussed role of perspective-taking as the process 

allowing the improvement of out-group attitudes

Journal of Applied Social Psychology 2015, 45, pp. 105–121
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Journal Of The American Academy Of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry Volume 51 Number 12 December 2012
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● How can graphic works be 
used in education?  

● What skills might they foster?
● How do they fit with the 

concept of ‘Narrative 
Medicine’?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gpi0pwEdSSM&feature=emb_logo

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/graphicmedicine/education-highered1.html



1/15/2021

26

“the comics may serve as a reminder and 
reflection tool for the importance of empathy by 
increasing knowledge on the patient perspective, 
attitudes toward empathy and observational 
skills.” This focus on empathy is seen in studies 
both about creating comics (telling students’ 
stories) and in reading comics (both patient and 
practitioner experiences).”

JAMA. 2019;322(24):2368-2370
JAMA. Published online November 30, 2020
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Reflective Practice
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Compassion Fatigue: How can we be present with -
but not consumed by - patients’ emotional needs? 

• Compassion practice has been part of meditation traditions for over twenty-five hundred years

• Metta: translates as ‘friendship’ and ‘kindness’ - a sincere wish for the welfare and genuine 

happiness of others.  

• Loving Kindness: cultivating unconditional, inclusive love with wisdom, without boundaries

Can we really train people to be kind, to befriend, 
to care, to be inclusive?

Barbezat, D. P., & Bush, M. (2013). Contemplative practices in higher education : Powerful methods to transform teaching and learning
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PLoS One. 2008 Mar 26;3(3):e1897.

Arts &
Humanities

Contemplative 
Practice
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Humanities & Contemplative Practice

• Medical humanities: using literature, narrative, poetry, theater, and 

visual arts in programming

• Offer practical tools for self-reflection and communication with patients, 

along with increased sense of empathy

● Enhancing concrete social knowledge, particularly about 
people from different backgrounds

● Render experiences of others more accessible, helping 
people enhance their sense of likeness to a wider range of 
fellow humans 

● Connecting Us with Others - others are worthy of being 
valued, being empathized with

Health Equity
How can we achieve health equity and 
population health without the holistic 
knowledge of human interactions that 
come from the arts and humanities?

Unity
Community Milieu

Curiosity 
Taking Another’s Perspective

All things that help promote kindness

David Skorton, MD; President and CEO of AAMC
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Do Humanities Make Better Physicians?
Increasingly, the role of the arts and humanities in promoting growth among learners has 

been recognized by the AAMC; the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and 
Medicine , and the WHO. 

Facilitating personal 
and professional 

growth
Enhancing meaning

Improving 
interactions with 

patients

Enhance critical 
thinking and 

collaboration skills

Ability to make 
accurate diagnoses

Foster empathic 
communication Address burnout 

• Arts and humanities interventions can address 
many 21st-century health care challenges.

• Foster teamwork and collaboration, support 
learner well-being and promote resilience, and 
adapt to and drive change.

Mastering 
Skills

Perspective-
Taking

Personal 
Insight

Social 
Advocacy
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Disruption Pause

History & 
Ideology

Celebrating 
the Unique
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“Our heads touch”

• Recognizing, absorbing, 
interpreting, and honoring 
the stories of self and others’

• Narrative forms of art 
(literature, drama) helps us 
to untether & liberate our 
thinking

N Engl J Med 2004 Feb 26;350(9):862
Academic Medicine 89(2):335.
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JAMA. 1998; 279(7):500-500

Medicine and the Silent Oracle: 
An Exercise in Uncertainty 

Journal for Learning through the 
Arts, 2(1) 

Illness Is More Than Just Disease
● Studying the ‘story of the patient’ and employing the stories in 

understanding and improving how patients make sense of 

their illness

● Novels, films, patients - reflections of societal views

● How do genres help in exploring how patients give sense to 

symptoms and how they manage illness?

● Common Sense Model used to structure the representation of 

diseases
○ Symptoms, Illness Perceptions, Coping & Self-Management, Outcome

Kaptein et al. Philosophy, Ethics, and Humanities in Medicine (2020) 15:2
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Self-portrait (1932) Dick Ket
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“Clinical Encounters are Similar to the 
Interactions of Talented Actors”

● Perceiving cues from patient and 

composing verbal and non-verbal 

responses tailor made to what they are 

hearing and observing

● Teaching observational skills is critical in 

theater education

● Deep acting (using skills subconsciously -

observing cues, listening to others, 

responding appropriately)

● Four 90-minute classroom and 
workshop sessions

○ Active listening
○ Listening for subtext
○ Listening for values & strengths
○ Making links to one’s own 

experiences
○ Acknowledging feelings
○ Role of eye contact, breathing, 

body posturing

● Improvements

JAMA. 2005;293:1100–06.

J Gen Intern Med. 2007 Aug; 22(8): 1114–1118.

Ann Intern Med. 2016;165:591-592 

Acad Med. 2020;95:1210–1214. 

• Completed 2 validated empathy questionnaires 
(Interpersonal Reactivity Index [IRI], Consultative 
and Relational Empathy [CARE] measure

• Improvements noted
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• Students who devoted more time to the humanities during medical school had significantly 

higher levels of positive physician attributes like empathy, tolerance of ambiguity, wisdom and 

emotional intelligence while at the same time reporting lower levels of adverse traits like 

burnout.

• Those who reported more interactions with the humanities also scored higher in openness, 

visual-spatial skills and the ability to read their own and others' emotions.

J Gen Intern Med. 2018  33(5):628–34
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The American Journal of Medicine (2016) 129, 1334-1337 
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Visual Arts 

Requires no previous knowledge or advance prep. Images are accessible and 
themes are universal and compelling 

Observational Skills Critical Thinking Teamwork Multiple Perspectives

Empathy & 
Analytical Skills

Restoration & 
Connection

Arts & Humanities 

Visual Thinking Strategies: A Structured Teaching 
Method

1. What is going on in this picture?

2. What do you see that makes you say that?

3. What more can you find? 

- A specific approach to teaching -
originally focused on meaning-making

- A facilitation method and professional 
development program that fosters 
collaborative, inclusive, community-
building dialogue.

- Communal viewing or art to increase 
sensitivity, team building, and 
collaboration amongst trainees

https://vtshome.org
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● Contributes to visual literacy, visual diagnostic skills, but also ability for 

self-reflection, communication skills (patients, colleagues), and increased 

sense of empathy

● Exposure to different interpretations of same art image
○ Tolerance of ambiguity is important, yet students tend to think of 

knowledge as absolutely certain, namely in offering clear-cut answers 
or only temporarily uncertain. 

○ Ambiguity leads to stress

● Empathic understanding is correlated to tolerance of ambiguity

● VTS: an educational vehicle for enhancement of students’ tolerance of 

ambiguity and accepting multiple interpretations

Bentwich and Gilbey BMC Medical Education (2017) 17:200

Untitled (Ophelia); 2000/01. Gregory Crewdson
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Portraiture

● “Pictures not only restore feeling, but 

also the capacity to feel,” 

● Transforming “what was previously a 

private experience of the patient to being 

a shared comprehension of illness by the 

group.”

Body Soc. 2002;8(3):1-23

Portraiture can motivate key teaching and learning goals 
in health professions education by facilitating learners’ 

explorations of their own and others’ biases, limitations, 
and approaches to gathering information from and about 

a source (e.g., a subject or a patient). 

https://beam.jh.edu

1944, The Broken 
Column by Frida Kahlo
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5 Questions: 
“Slowing the viewer down”

● Develop observation skills

● Describe observations

● Reinforce clinical reasoning process

● Reflect upon insights and limitations 

of one’s own observations and effects 

of observing with others in a team

https://medhum.digitalscholar.rochester.edu

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9iTu-IxUngc

“We can’t be bias free, but we can be bias aware”

https://rxmuseum.org/reflections/righteous-dopefiend

Jeff Schonberg, 
photograph from 
Righteous 
Dopefiend, 2009.
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Stigma & 
Mental 
Health

• Perspective taking to cultivate inclusion and 

understanding

• First Person narratives - shifting the 

narrative
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https://www.huffpost.com/entry/this-is-us-panic-attack_n_58a74471e4b07602ad54617e

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NX7Qeu37Q4w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3dCfpDfni64

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o8UKIT-uqFA
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Podcast: S-Town
Title: - -
Link/Episode no.: https://stownpodcast.org/ (total of 12 episodes)
Date: 3/2017
Time commitment: 45-55 min per episode
Topics: Living with mental illness; toxicology
Synopsis: 

“John despises his Alabama town and decides to do something about it. He 
asks a reporter to investigate the son of a wealthy family who’s allegedly been 
bragging that he got away with murder. But then someone else ends up dead, 
sparking a nasty feud, a hunt for hidden treasure, and an unearthing of the 
mysteries of one man’s life.” This is a longer podcast series about an eccentric 
man living in rural Alabama. 

Courtesy: T. Fanning, MD

https://theconversation.com/why-s-town-invites-empathy-not-voyeurism-76510
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● Fundamentally a film about 
childhood and relational trauma?

● Provides a rich discussion 
regarding Arthur’s early life

● Relationship with mental health 
care system

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zAGVQLHvwOY

● Development, disorganized attachment, 
brain trauma, psychological trauma, 
epigenetics

● Focus on the importance of caring for 
children’s brains as a priority in reduction 
interpersonal violence

RelaƟonship with mother → promoƟng capacity 
for mentalization and regulation of emotions

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uic_3vlI5BE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OG6HZMMDEYA
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https://www.aamc.org/what-we-do/mission-areas/medical-education/getting-started-activities
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Neuroscience literature: Empathy is a teachable competency with identifiable neural signature

Engagement with medical humanities & contemplative practice pedagogies have been shown 
to be associated with increased empathy and other benefits for both physicians and patients. 

In particular, humanistic work depicting and exploring experiences of others can be used to 
train our brains to recognize and share in others’ experiences. Research supports the use of 
humanistic work in medical training.  It helps us to slow down, pause, and reflect. 

Experience sharing: Build connectedness, enhance our sense of community, increase our 
ability to tolerate ambiguity, foster inclusion, and embrace diversity.  How do we best design 
curricula to enhance empathy and compassion in our learners?  


