
 
An Introduction to Empathy 

 
What is empathy? How do I demonstrate it? 
 
Empathy shows that you appreciate, understand and accept another person’s 
emotional state. 
 
To show empathy, you should practise the following skills: 

• Identify the other person’s emotional state accurately 
• Acknowledge it 
 

It is very important that you are able to identify emotions. Is this person upset or 
angry? How upset or angry are they? If they are furiously angry, then by saying, 
“I can see that you are a bit angry,” you are indicating that you have not really 
received their message (and will probably increase their anger). You need to 
identify the TYPE and the INTENSITY of the emotion accurately. 
 
What skills should I practise? 
 
There are 5 types of empathic response1 

1. reflective – this is the easiest one to practise initially 
  

“I can see that you are ……” 
 

“You seem to be ……….. about this” 
 

2. legitimizing – involves putting yourself in the other person’s place. This is 
more difficult, unless you have had a similar experience, and no two 
situations are ever exactly the same 

 
“I can understand why you are feeling ……..” 

 
3. supportive – suggests that you want to help in a constructive way 
 

“I’ll be here if you have any questions or need any advice” 
 

4. partnership-building – suggests that you would like to work as a team to 
solve the problem 

 
“We’ll work together to do what’s best” 

 
5. respectful – expresses admiration for the way in which the other person is 

dealing with the situation 
 

“You are coping so well with this…” 
 



 
Non-verbal empathic response 
 
Empathy can also be expressed non-verbally, through 

• tone of voice (lowered, sympathetic) 
• facial expression (concerned) 
• touch (putting a hand on the other person’s arm) 

 
Again, these skills can be practised. However, it is important to use aspects of 
your own personality to express empathy. Try out phrases and behaviours that fit 
in with your own personality and style. 
 
Practice and feedback 
 
Review of videotaped encounters will allow you to reflect on what works for your 
own personality, and what doesn’t. For example, don’t use touch if you don’t feel 
comfortable doing so. It will look false and forced.  
You will also develop your own favourite phrases to use. This does not mean that 
you are “switching to autopilot” when faced with an emotional client, but that you 
are using developed skills to make that client feel better. You cannot respond 
emotionally to every difficult situation in practice, or you will quickly suffer 
“burnout”.  
 
Why use empathy? 
 
Empathy is a vital part of building the relationship with the client. This may 
contribute to increased satisfaction with the consultation2, to reduced complaints3 
and even, in some cases, to better health outcomes for the patient4. 
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