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Abstract: 

Background: Compassion – the desire to alleviate the suffering of others – is a critical aspect 

of effective clinical care. Compassion is expected from regulatory bodies, from patients, and 

from physicians themselves; compassionate physicians promote better patient outcomes. 

However, while physicians are expected to care, many “burn out” and experience compassion 

fatigue. Current models treat compassion fatigue as a consequence of depleted compassion 

“reserves” within the physician but fail to consider the interpersonal, patient, environment, and 

system factors that might impact compassion. Recent studies among New Zealand physicians 

offer an alternative to the notion that doctors cease to care because they get tired of caring. 

Data from two experimental studies are used to illustrate how distinct aspects of the physician 

and the patient may impact medical compassion. 

Study Design and Results: In Study 1, 83 medical trainees completed baseline questionnaires 

including trait self-compassion before being randomized to mindfulness or control conditions 

and completing tasks assessing compassionate behaviour and decision-making in difficult 

patient vignettes. ANOVAs showed that mindfulness predicted greater ‘liking’ and ‘caring’ for 

difficult patients but only among persons lower in self-compassion. The mindfulness 

intervention predicted greater helping behaviour, but primarily among those with higher self-

compassion. In Study 2, we systematized our approach to the study of patient factors. In the 

study, 85 medical trainees completed a measure of physician empathy before being 

randomized to self-compassion, objective, or self-critical conditions. Participants read four 

independently-validated patient vignettes varying in positive versus negative presentation and 

patient responsibility and made ratings of liking, care, desire to help, and closeness. Physician 
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trait empathy and current state interactively predicted both compassion in ratings and 

behaviour. Positive patient presentation, and to a lesser degree, low patient responsibility were 

powerful predictors of greater compassion; low responsibility predicted greater compassion 

only among positively presenting patients. In line with expectation, more empathic medical 

trainees were less impacted by patient factors.  

Conclusions: These studies provide experimental evidence that both physician traits 

(mindfulness and self-compassion) are linked to physician compassion, with both appearing to 

reduce the impact of negative patient characteristics. More broadly, patient presentation 

emerged as a powerful predictor of physician compassion, suggesting that the determinants of 

medical compassion are multifactorial and interactive, influenced by both physician and patient 

factors. Thinking about the barriers to compassion in clinical practice beyond compassion 

fatigue permits the identification of specific factors in physicians, patients, the clinical picture, 

and work environments that are amenable to change and can thus enhance both the efficacy 

and enjoyment of day-to-day medical practice. 
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degree from the University of the Philippines and his residency/ fellowship training in psychiatry 

and sleep medicine from the University of Pennsylvania. His research has focused on sleep 
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Dr. Nathan Consedine, Ph.D. is a health psychologist in Psychological Medicine at the 

University of Auckland. Originally trained in emotion and emotion regulation, he has since 

begun looking at how these factors are implicated in health outcomes including symptomology, 

adherence, and adaptation to chronic conditions. Research foci include disgust, mindfulness, 

and physician compassion. After graduating from Canterbury in 2000 and spending10 years 

working on grants in New York, Nathan returned to New Zealand in 2009 where he currently 
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directs the Master’s in Health Psychology Program. He has published more than 100 scientific 

works, is an Associate Editor and reviewer for numerous international journals, and supervises 

numerous PhD students. He enjoys fishing, playing with his young son, and listening to the sort 

of music that his colleagues dislike. 
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