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Since the middle of the last century, medical technologies have allowed us to obtain increasingly
precise and objective measurements. This led physicians to consider the information provided by
the patients too subjective. Hence, the doctor-patient dialogue has progressively lost its centrality
(Reiser et al. 1984). It is often claimed that the solution to this problem is clinical empathy (Spiro
2009; Halpern 2001). Thanks to emotional resonance, clinical empathy achieves two goals: on one
hand, it allows the doctor to build an engaged dialogue with the patient, on the other, it enhances -
and does not compromise - the reliability of the diagnostic process.

However, I will argue that clinical empathy is not the proper tool to solve the issues that technology
poses to the doctor-patient relationship. First, I will show that affective resonance involved in
clinical empathy can lead to cognitive and moral distortions: as several neuroscientific studies
demonstrate, the empathetic subject is affected by a similarity bias, i.e. the tendency to empathize
deeper not only with those who resemble us but also with those who are near and dear (Gutsell et al.
2010; Xu et al. 2009). Second, it has been proven that clinical empathy often leads healthcare
providers to negative psychological states such as burn-out and compassion fatigue (Lamothe et al.
2014; Gleichgerrcht et al. 2013).

I will conclude that compassion is a better choice than clinical empathy. According to recent
insights, compassion is not only conceptually distinct from empathy, but also involves and activates
different brain areas (Singer et al. 2014; Klimecki et al. 2013). Compassion does not require
emotional resonance but allows both to establish a fruitful dialogue with the patient and to
recognize her emotional state. Furthermore, compassion appears to be a stronger moral motive than
empathy and protects physicians from empathetic distress. (Bloom 2016).

References

- Reiser s. j., Anbar m., The Machine at the bedside: technological transformations of
practices and values, in S. J. Reiser and M. Anbar (ed. by), The Machine at the bedside:
strategies of using technology in patient care, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge
1984, 3-19.

- Halpern j., From detached concern to empathy. Humanizing medical practice, Oxford
University Press, New York 2001.

- Spiro h., The practice of empathy, “Academic Medicine”, 9 (2009), 1177-1178.

- Gutsell j. n., Inzlicht m., Empathy constrained: prejudice predicts reduced mental
simulation of actions during observation of outgroups, “Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology™, 46 (2010), 841-845.

- Xux., Zuo x., Wang x., Han s., Do you feel my pain? Racial group membership modulates
empathic neural responses, “The Journal of Neuroscience”, 29 (2009), 8525-8529.

- Lamothe m., Boujut e., Zenasni f., Sultan s., To be or not to be empathic: the combined role
of empathic concern and perspective taking in understanding burnout in general practice,
“BMC Family Practice”, 15 (2014), 1417-2296.

- Gleichgerrcht e., Decety j., Empathy in clinical practice: how individual dispositions,
gender, and experience moderate empathic concern, burnout, and emotional distress in
physicians, PLOS ONE, 8 (2013), e61526.

- Singer t., Klimecki o., Empathy and compassion (A primer), “Current Biology”, 18 (2014),
R875-R878.



Klimecki o., Leiberg s., Lamm c., Singer t., Functional neural plasticity and associated
changes in positive affect after compassion training, “Cerebral Cortex”, 23 (2013), 1552-
1561.

Bloom p., Against empathy. The case for rational compassion, Vintage, London 2016.



