How well do medical students express empathy?
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Purpose: Empathy is an important trait of a physician and a key element in the physician-patient relationship. This study evaluated
the ability to express empathy in medical students.

Methods: Medical student empathy was measured by the modified Pencil-and-Paper Empathy Rating Test of Winefield and
Chur-Hansen. The subjects comprised 110 medical students. The data were analyzed by descriptive analysis and t-test using SPSS
version 21.0 (IBM Corp.).

Results: Empathy rating test scores were low-level in medical students (mean, 12.59). There were no differences in the level of
ability to express empathy between genders (t=-1.714, p=0.089).

Conclusion: Our results suggest that practical training in expressing empathy should be included in medical education and that
an empathy training program must be focused on changes in behavior.
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Table 1. Distributions of Response Types

Response types

sz Aggressive/derogatory Non-empathetic Partially acceptable Interchangeable/empathetic  Facilitative
1 - 92 (83.6) 15 (13.6) 3 (2.7 -
2 2 (1.8 1(37.3) 64 (68.2) 3 (2.7 -
3 - 89 (80.9) 18 (16.4) 3 (2.7 -
4 110.9) 84 (76.4) 22 (20.0) 3 (2.7 -
5 - 88 (80.0) 20 (18.2) 2 (1.8) -
6 - 99 (90.0) 10 (9.1) 110.9) -
7 2 (1.8 75 (68.2) 28 (25.5) 5 (4.5) -
8 110.9) 78 (70.9) 30 (27.3) 110.9) -
9 110.9) 88 (80.0) 20 (18.2) 110.9) -
10 - 90 (81.8) 19 (17.3) 110.9) -

Data are expressed as number (%).
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Table 2. Medical Students" Empathy Expression Scores by Gender

Gender No. Min Max

Mean SD t

p-value
Male 66 8 22 12.24 2.48
Female 44 10 23 13.11 2.83 1714 0.089
Total 110 8 23 12.59 2.64

SD: Standard deviation.
“p-values from t-test.
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Appendix 1. Instructions and Trigger Statements Used in the 10-ltem Empathy Scale

In

order that we may assess the effectiveness of this practical in teaching basic medical communication skills, students are asked to

complete the task below. Your participation is voluntary, anonymous, and designed to allow evaluation of this project. Please help. Imagine
that each of the following statements has been made to you by someone you care about. Beneath each one, fill in what you regard

as

10

an appropriate verbal response. [Two lines were allowed beneath each item.]

. My parents really get me down. They insist | study Physics and Chemistry, when I'm not at all interested in those subjects.
. | thought I'd have a talk with you because you did well in that subject. But, you've been no help to me at all.

. My children tell me I'm old-fashioned. After all I've done for them! However hard | try, they just don't appreciate me.

. So, | studied hard for years, and now, nobody wants to give me a job. Perhaps I'll go back and work on the farm.

If my exam marks don't improve, I'm going to fail and lose my government allowance. | don't know what to do.

. | just can't communicate with my parents. Whenever | try to explain how | feel about things, they get all upset and call me a fool.
. | finally got up courage to tell him that we all think he's big-headed. Then, he turned on me and made me feel so stupid, | ended

up apologizing and slinking away.

. | try so hard to please everybody, but it always seems to go wrong. Nobody seems to care whether I'm around or not.
. Whenever | try to get close to someone of the opposite sex, | always mess it up. Am | so physically unattractive? How do | turn

them off?
. My brother has started to act so strangely. He's very, very nervous—I'm wondering if | should do anything.

Adapted from Winefield HR, Chur-Hansen A. Evaluating the outcome of communication skill teaching for entry-level medical students: does
knowledge of empathy increase? Med Educ 2000; 34: 90-94 [7].

Appendix 2. Coding Rules of Pencil-and-Paper Empathy Rating Test

Scale Coding rules

= Aggressive or derogatory response
= Non-empathetic: does not acknowledge feeling or content of trigger; includes advice, reassurance, closed question
= Partially acceptable: open-ended question or response that acknowledges feeling or content of trigger

= Interchangeable/empathetic: acknowledges both the feeling and the content of the trigger (i.e., some variation of the classic
'vou feel...because...")

4= Facilitative: reflects but also adds deeper feeling and meaning to the trigger statement in a way that encourages self-exploration
(not really to be expected after a brief statement of the problem)

Adapted from Winefield HR, Chur-Hansen A. Evaluating the outcome of communication skill teaching for entry-level medical students: does
knowledge of empathy increase? Med Educ 2000; 34: 90-94 [7].
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