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What’s the place of empathy at the end of life?4
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Department of Hygiene and Epidemiology, Faculty of Medicine, School of Health Sciences, University of
loannina, loannina, Greece: 2 Quality of Life and Death Unit, ® Medical Education Unit.

Summary

The role of empathy in clinical practice has relatively recently begun to emerge, with more and more
studies associating it with both better therapeutic outcomes and psychological benefits. However, its

place in approaching the patient at the end of life has been little researched, even though it remains a

rather vague concept for many. Our purpose is, after clarifying the meaning of the term ‘empathy’, to
emphasize its importance as part of end-of-life care.

In this position paper, we present personal experiences from the University Hospital of loannina
which are examples, either negative or positive, that will be used as a springboard for analysis and
comparison of actions between how they were done without empathy and how they could have been done
using it, based on current literature.
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Health professionals often refrain from being empathetic with the terminally ill patient, perhaps
because we have not been taught how. Consequently, the interpersonal communication in the doctor-
patient-surrounding triangle also suffers, with bad consequences for all three of these sides. Empathetic
treatment leads to significant patient relief and greater family satisfaction due to better communication.

End-of-life care, where "classical medicine" is no longer able to help, includes empathy as a means
of achieving the goal of a more quality life as the hope that remains for these patients is that of dignity
and compatible with their ideals and their end wishes. The doctor, from its position, has the possibility
with his interventions to reduce the sadness of the patient and his relatives and help them to reach this
goal. Empathy, therefore, is one of the most basic skills that every healthcare professional must cultivate.

Keywords: physician-patient empathy, physician-patient communication, doctor-patient-environment triangle,
health-professional skill, palliative care, death with dignity, end of life, dignified death, good death,
euthanasia, dysthanasia, when should we die, WnSWD, how should we die, HSWD.
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