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Objectives 
By the end of this session participants will be able to: 
• Define empathy and understand how an empathic 

relationship drives patient motivation and compliance 
• Explain how cultural humility and bias impact the patient 

relationship 
• Utilize empathic inquiry strategies to address social 

determinants of health with patients 
• Exemplify empathy and bias concepts through  challenging 

patient scenarios 
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Empathy 
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Empathy 
What is empathy? 
• Understanding or feeling what 

another person is 
experiencing from the other 
person’s frame of 
reference/point of view 

• The ability to put yourself in 
another’s shoes 

• Allows a person to feel 
understood, validated and 
respected 

• Important in the building of 
relationships 
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Look Inward 
To reach others, we have to first know ourselves. And to 
contact the deeper truth of who we are, we must engage in 
some activity or practice that questions what we assume to be 
true about ourselves. --Adapted from A.H. Almaas 
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Empathic Inquiry  
Uses empathy as a vehicle and draws upon: 
• Motivational interviewing 
• Communication skill building 
• Cultural humility 
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Empathic Inquiry – Exercise  
Practice with a partner  

• For 60 seconds your partner will talk about any subject. 
You listen without interrupting. When the timer beeps, s/he 
stops talking and you summarize their words and any 
feelings expressed 

• When finished discuss the experience 
• What was it like for you?  
• What was it like for your partner?  
• Reverse roles and repeat the exercise  
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Empathic Inquiry in Person-Directed 
Care 
By using empathy in our communication with others it will: 
• Assist in the patient stating needs as well as their hopes 
• Allow for increased clarification of the value and importance 

of each one of those things to the person’s health 
• Allow for exploration of obstacles and barriers related to 

Social Determinants of Health (SDOH) 
 The need to explore/ask about these issues may be easier for 

patients to understand why they are asked SDOH questions and 
how they are connected to their health 
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Empathic Inquiry and Sensitive Topics 
• How are you obtaining information from patients? 
• Who else is in room/setting/privacy concerns? 
• What are their thoughts? 
• Take time to pause 
• Ask questions to clarify and assess 
• Remember to listen 
• No judgment 
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Four C’s in Empathic Inquiry 
• Communication 
• Connection 
• Compassion 
• Confidence  

 
 
 
 

With these components, you are able to create a trusting and 
respectful relationship 
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Patient Perspective and Empathic Inquiry 
• What do patients think when they come in for care? 
• Am I welcome here? 
• Do I belong here? 
• Can I trust these people/this clinic? 
• Are they going to ask me what I think about my care? 
• Do they listen to my opinions/story? 
• Do we discuss what to do next? 
• Do I have the final say? 

 

Elevation Health Partners                                                                                   Slide 11                                                      March 1, 2019 



Skill Building - Language Matters 
The words we use have a great 
impact: 
• Keep words relatable 
• Match sophistication of 

speech while keeping it 
professional 

 
Body language plays a big role 
in communication: 
• Eye contact 
• Arm/hands/legs placement 
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Perceptual Lens 
 • What is a perceptual lens? 
• Shaped throughout our lifetime by:  
 Cultural Learning  
 Experiences, Stories, History 
 Socialization 
 School/Education  

• Let’s look at several examples 
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What do you see? 
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Empathy Effect 
“If you throw a pebble into a pound, circles ripple outward 
through the water, with rings moving farther and father away 
from the center. As a simple analogy, this works to show how 
empathy’s reach stretches away form the central core of our 
in-groups.” Helen Reiss, The Empathy Effect, 2018 
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Implicit Bias 
• Think of implicit bias as the thumbprint of the culture on our 

brain." Mahzarin Banaji, Social Psychologist, Harvard 
University  
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Key Characteristics of Implicit Biases 
1. Implicit biases are pervasive 

• Everyone has them 
2. Our implicit biases live in our subconscious and may not 

be aligned with the beliefs we openly communicate 
3. We generally tend to hold implicit biases that favor people 

from our same racial/ethnic background 
4. Implicit biases are changeable 

• The implicit associations that we have formed can be 
gradually unlearned through a variety of techniques 
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Patient Name - Bias Video 
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Taking Action with Bias - Questions 
• What can you do immediately to reduce the impact of your 

unconscious bias/hidden lens?  
• Do my biases: 
 Impact the amount of time I spend with patients? 
 Influence how I communicate with patients and their families? 
 Hamper my capacity to feel and express empathy toward my 

patients? 
 Affect the types of treatment and medications I recommend? 
 Interfere with my capacity to interact positively with my patients 

and their families?  
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Cultural Humility 
What is it? 
• Respectful attitude toward individuals of 

other cultures that pushes us to 
challenge our own cultural biases 

• It allows us to realize we cannot possibly 
know everything about other cultures 
 

How do we respond? 
• Increasing sensitivity regarding each 

person’s culture while knowing we have 
our own set of bias 
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Three Factors of Cultural Humility 
 1. Lifelong commitment to self-evaluation and self-critique  

• We never stop learning 
• Be humble and flexible 
• Think and look at self critically when you don’t know 

something about someone  
2. A desire to fix power imbalances where none ought to exist  

• Impact that is larger than the individual 
3. See value in each persons contribution – In looking at our 

patients 
• The patient is the expert in their life, symptoms and strengths 
• The provider and patient collaborate to produce positive 

outcomes 
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Cultural Humility Summary 
• Culture is not good or bad. It just “is”  
• What may be considered “just the way it is” is often culturally 

influenced  
• Our view of the world is shaped by values, perceptions, 

assumptions and expectations  
• Introspection about your own experiences and culture and 

openness to learn about other cultures improves 
communication and understanding 

• Working together with others can lead to new improved ways 
of doing and seeing things  
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Activity - Personal Experiences 
• Close eyes 
• Recall an incident that occurred early in your life in which 

you felt different from people around you  
  What happened?  
  How did you feel?  
  How did this incident influence the choices you made or 

 make about the future?  
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Social Determinants of Health (SDOH) 
1. Working with SDOH: 
 You are not responsible for how a patient feels   
 Setting boundaries are very important 
 Setting limits are very important 
 You are helping by listening, guiding, by providing resources and 

follow-up 
2. Clinic example of implementation of empathy and 

PRAPARE tool 
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Your Turn To Get Involved 
• Scenarios and scripted role plays 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Food Access 
• MA: “We ask all of our patients about food access because 

it’s such an important part of managing your health.” – Ask 
questions now 

• Patient: Responds to validated questions asked and states 
hesitantly and in a soft voice, “I just have trouble getting 
enough food to feed my family.” 

• MA: “That must be really hard. I’m glad you shared your 
situation with me because both the kinds of foods you eat – 
and don’t eat – and the amounts you are able to buy for you 
and your family are important for your overall health and 
affect the way you feel.”  

• Patient: “Yes - That makes sense but I am not sure what to 
do.” 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Food Access 
• MA: ”I would like to refer you to someone that can provide 

you with resource help. How do you feel about that?” 
• Patient: “I think that would be ok – thank you.” 
• MA: “Thank you for sharing this difficult situation with me. I 

care and I appreciate your openness and am hopeful we can 
assist you. This will be a step toward improving both your 
health and that of your family. I am going to share your 
responses with the provider and refer you to resources.” 
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Patient Case Scenario - Housing 
• History: 
 Mr. Gomez is a 36 year old father of 3 
 Children are 5, 7, and 18 
 Currently lives with his wife, and three children along with 

another family of 5 in a two bedroom apartment and moves 
monthly 

 Works in construction but it has not been consistent 
• Health: 
 Patient comes in routinely complaining of back pain (chronic) 
 At intake notes a 10/10 on pain scale and states he is always in 

pain 
 Walks well on exam and “appears” comfortable  
 Patient is requesting relief 
 Concern by staff that he is seeking an opioid prescription 
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Patient Case Scenario – Housing (cont.) 
• Roles: 
 MA 
 Patient 

• Think about: 
 What is the automatic bias of the MA? 
 What questions can you ask to obtain more information from this 

patient to be objective? 
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Ending Encounter with Empathy 
• Always summarize whatever has been discussed and 

demonstrate that it is understood 
• Check to make sure nothing was missed and ask questions 

to ensure understanding 
• Provide referral information and/or connections where 

indicated 
• Always ask permission for follow up 
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Self Care Tips 
Important for staff to take care of SELF: 
• Breathe 
• Take a walk between patients (if you can) 
• Create support networks 
• Remember to engage in enjoyable activities when not at 

work 
• Smile and laugh (e.g., a joke emailed every day) 
• 5 minute meditations (can be downloaded) 
• Listen to music or nothing at all when leaving for day 
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Key Points 
With empathic inquiry: 
• Patients are able to voice concerns  
• Patients are able to feel supported and heard 
• Patient may be more open to accepting of social connections 

and willing to take action 
• Introspection about your own experiences and culture and 

openness to learn about other cultures improves 
communication and understanding 

• Working together with others can lead to new improved ways 
of doing and seeing things  

 
All of these actions lead to increased patient engagement 
and empowerment 
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Toolkit 
• Bias Cleanse 
• 4 C’s  
• Self Care 
• 7 Habits 
• Communication/Empathy Checklist (for observation) 
• Sample Scenarios and Scripts 
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Bias Cleanse  – 7 Day Challenge 
• Think of a bias you want to address related to race, ethnicity, 

age, and or appearance 
• Find an image that counters your bias 
 Studies show that repeated exposure to counter stereotypical 

images can reduce bias by reprogramming our minds to build 
new associations 

• Try to look at this image at least once a day for the next 7 
days 
 Maybe save the photo on your laptop background or phone 

screen 
 Great opportunity to work on challenge with your care teams 
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Visual tool 
 4 C’s of Empathic Inquiry 
• Communication – listening 
• Connection – trust 
• Compassion - feeling 
• Confidence – in you to empower 
 
7 Habits of an Empathic YOU! 
• You are fully present with others 
• You have mastered the art of active 

listening 
• You tune in to nonverbal communication 
• You pause 
• You ask questions instead of offering 

advice 
• You speak with “we” instead of at “me” 
• You imagine the other person’s point of 

view – “be” in their shoes 
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Self-Care Reminders 
• Breathe 
• Take a walk between patients  
• Create support networks 
• Engage in enjoyable activities when 

not at work 
• Smile and laugh  
• 5 minute meditations  
• Listen to music or nothing at all when 

leaving for day 
 
When You’re in a Stressful Situation 
• Stop, take a deep breath, and take 

five seconds before responding 
• Think about how you’re feeling 
• What might be making you feel    that 

way? 



Checklist 
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Patient Case Scenario - Safety 
• History: 
 76 year old Latina, presents to clinic by herself, this is her 1st  

visit 
• Health: 
 No patient history on file 

• Situation: 
 Patient presents speaking very loudly to front desk staff 
 When MA speaks to her, she reveals housing manager 

harassment 
• Roles: 
 MA and the Patient 

• Think about: 
 What is the automatic bias of the front desk staff? 
 What are reasons why the pt. is speaking in such a loud voice? 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Safety 
• MA: “Do you feel physically and emotionally safe where you 

currently live?” (can be asked as domestic violence)  
• Patient: Patient shares that she is being harassed by 

apartment manager and fearful that every time she leaves 
her apartment he will be there. She gets visibly upset when 
stating the information. 

• MA: “How frightening! I’m so sorry to hear this and 
appreciate that you are sharing this with me as clearly it 
makes you feel anxious and threatened. I want you to know 
you are not alone. I’m going to let (name of provider) know 
about this so that we can help connect you to the right 
person and resources for help. We care.” 

• Patient: “I’m not sure I like the idea of talking to someone 
else because I don’t know what could be done but if you 
think it would be helpful I guess I could try.” 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Safety 
• Provider: “(name of MA) let me know what is happening. I’d 

like you to tell me a little bit more so that we can help you 
with this situation. I’d like to refer you to behavioral health 
(as an example) who can get a better sense of what is 
happening and will know how to guide you regarding your 
options. This person will also be able to provide skills to help 
you feel more in control of the situation.” 

• Patient: “Ok I will speak to someone as long as she is a 
female. My apartment manager is a man and I don’t want to 
open up to a man right now.” 

• Provider: “Again, thank you for sharing this situation with 
me. I care and thank you for your openness. Talking to a 
professional will help guide you regarding how to deal with 
your situation. This is a great first step.“ 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Housing 
• MA: “You were asked when you registered about housing, 

and housing is an important issue, so with your permission, 
I’d like to ask you about your situation. Is that ok?” If patient 
responds with a “yes” or “ok,” ask question. 

• Patient: Responds to question and states, “I have a place 
for my family but I always am afraid that I won’t be able to 
pay my rent.” 

• MA: “That must be really hard. I’m glad you shared your 
situation with me. Is it okay if I get a bit more information 
from you so that I can try to direct you for the right kind of 
assistance?”  
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Housing 
• Patient: “Yes – It’s embarrassing so I don’t like people to 

know that every month we struggle to pay the rent and I 
have to make hard choices to pay rent or get medicine 
sometimes.” 

• MA: ”I would like to refer you to someone that can provide 
you with resource assistance. How do you feel about that?” 

• Patient: “I think that would be ok – thank you.” 
• MA: “Thank you for sharing this difficult situation with me. I 

care & I appreciate your openness & I’m hopeful we can 
help.” 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Depression 
• MA: Prior to doing the depression screen: “I’m going to be 

asking you a series of questions to better understand you 
and any needs you might have. Is that alright with you?” If 
Patient states this is okay, then begin tool.  

• MA: “Over the past two weeks, how often have you been 
bothered by the following problems? 
 Little interest or pleasure in doing things : 0 Not at all / 1 Several 

Days / 2 More than Half the Days / 3 Nearly Every Day 
 Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless : 0 Not at all / 1 Several 

Days / 2 More than Half the Days / 3 Nearly Every Day” 
• Patient: Patient answers positively to at least one question. 
• MA: “That must be really hard. Thank you for sharing your 

feelings with me.  Based on your answers, I would like to ask  
you some additional questions. Is that okay?” If patients 
states “yes”, then proceed with PHQ-9 screening 
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Patient Scripted Scenario - Depression 
• MA:  In this example patient indicated positive for 

depression and negative for suicide state: “Thank you for 
sharing. Would you be willing to speak with someone more 
about how you are feeling now?” 

• Patient: “I’m not sure I like the idea of talking to someone 
else, but maybe… you can refer me.” 

• MA: “Again, thank you for  answering the questions and  
sharing your feelings with me. I care and I appreciate your 
openness and I am hopeful we can assist you. Talking to our 
Mental Health Provider to help you with your worries right 
now could really help you to sort out your concerns, to feel 
stronger, and then sleep better. Addressing these concerns 
will ultimately help you with your medical conditions as well.“ 
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Questions 
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Thank You! 
Carol Bernstein, LCSW, MPH 
Senior Integrative Health Consultant 
Elevation Health Partners 
carol@elevationhealthpartners.com 
 
Stella Gukasyan, EdM 
Quality Improvement Consultant 
Elevation Health Partners 
stella@elevationhealthpartners.com 
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