
UC Davis Health Chief Wellness Officer Peter Yellowlees will periodically send you “Good 
Stuff” wellness tips and resources.
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A message from Dr. Peter Yellowlees, Chief Wellness 
Officer
Empathy and compassion in a time of multiple disasters

A distressed patient of mine who I am caring for via video asked me how I was recently. I was 
surprised. This doesn’t happen often. She expressed concern about my health, and how I was 
managing during this bizarre time.

This woman has been dealing with severe depression for the past two years. Despite her own 
struggles she had been thinking about me, wondering what it was like to be trying to help 
people suffering from the many anxieties related to COVID-19, when surely, I must have the 
same anxieties. Which of course I do, just like everyone else.

She spoke about watching the local news anchors who continue to report about our health 
heroes, and the selfless work being done every day at UC Davis Health and other caring 
institutions to combat the pandemic. She said she felt reassured by the amazing commitment 
at UC Davis Health.

It was remarkable for me to be on the other end of the helping conversation, and for us to be 
able to share some mutual coping skills. Her compassion for me, for us, made me feel better. 
She took the time to ask me some personal empathetic questions and instead of deflecting 
them, I found myself pleased to answer gratefully and honestly.

I have not forgotten her compassion and her gratitude for the UC Davis Health team. She 
spoke about how kind people in the pharmacy were, when she picked up her medications and 
how everyone seemed to go out of their way to keep her safe at her primary care clinic.
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At the same time, like many patients she described feeling overwhelmed at times by so many 
disasters happening during this year. So many of us are irritable and uncertain, and at times 
getting upset with each other for no obvious immediate reason. These emotions, when held 
inside, can cause frustration and a sense of hopelessness. As essential health workers, we are 
in a unique situation having to cope with so many causes:

• The COVID-19 pandemic and its associated fear, uncertainty and personal and economic
losses
• Systemic racism and injustice leading to death and violence in our communities and cities,
brought into our lives and homes daily on social media and news feeds
• Wildfires locally, and hurricanes elsewhere – a constant reminder of the slow-moving but
deadly disaster of climate change
• An atmosphere of national political division and anger, with a loss of confidence and trust in
all that we used to think was “normal”

How do we, whose core work involves caring for others, cope with all this? How can we 
continue to move forward, with enthusiasm, passion, interest, and commitment?

It is not enough to just look after ourselves psychologically and physically. To maintain our 
work-life balance. To keep physically fit by eating well, sleeping enough and avoiding the 
excessive use of alcohol or drugs. It is not enough to nurture our relationships and stay socially 
connected while we mask up, physically distance ourselves and shelter at home.

Can I suggest another approach we need to take on board?

We need to actively care for each other. We need to show our colleagues and our loved ones, 
as well as our patients, more empathy and compassion.

We need to focus on these important areas and improve our capacity for both. Using some 
simple techniques can help us improve our empathy and compassion. If we do this, then in a 
positive way we will all find it easier to survive the extraordinary disasters and changes 
occurring around us.

Firstly, let’s look at what exactly are the actions of empathy and compassion?

Empathy means that you sense what a person is feeling. You can “walk in their shoes.” You 
can put yourself in their place and imagine how they feel.

Compassion is the willingness to relieve the suffering of another. Compassion takes empathy a 
step further. When you are compassionate, you recognize and feel the pain of another, and 
then you do your best to alleviate the person’s suffering from that situation.

At a simple level the relationship between these two is a bit like a mathematical formula, 
namely:

Compassion = Empathy + Action

An important distinction between feeling empathy and compassion is how they can affect your 
overall well-being. If you are frequently feeling the pain of another, you may experience 
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burnout. “Empathy fatigue” is a common problem for caregivers and health care providers.

Compassion, however, is effectively a renewable resource. When you have the ability to feel 
empathy for the other person and then extend a hand to help them, you are less likely to burn 
out. Less likely to feel distressed. More likely to feel positive about yourself and what you are 
doing. Doing good for others helps you.  

The Dalai Lama has said; “Compassion, loving-kindness, altruism, and a sense of brotherhood 
and sisterhood are the keys not only to human development, but to planetary survival.”

So how can we all increase our compassion?

Take your time and be intentional. Try to see things from other people’s perspectives and 
understand where they are coming from. Do this consciously, and if necessary, talk to the 
person a few days or hours later with feedback and helpful suggestions that you have thought 
about since your conversation.

Practice active listening. This involves listening to each word that the other person says, 
imagining the emotions behind what is being said, and regularly feeding back what is being 
heard to the person speaking. Active listening encourages you to tune into the other person, 
and to connect more deeply. The more you practice active listening, the better you’ll be at 
emotional intelligence, which is reading a person’s emotions through their words, tone and 
micro expressions.

Additionally, thinking or meditating specifically on how you can help someone, how you can 
become more compassionate, has been shown to not only make us more compassionate, but 
to also change our brain function over time. Similarly, people who are actively listened to feel 
as though they are more fully understood. We know, for example, that patients do better with 
compassionate listeners, and that research has shown that compassionate physicians 
demonstrate lower burnout rates and receive higher patient satisfaction scores.

Think about the power of compassion. Start actively listening to your colleagues and friends, 
while joining with them to help, support and encourage them. Empathy is important, but it is not 
enough. Add some action and your compassion will help you, your family, friends, colleagues 
and patients.

That is how we will get through this time.
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Emergency Pavilion
“Transporter was very courteous and helpful.”

Davis 12 Surgical Specialties
“Food was better than most hospitals. Staff was receptive to requests.”

UC Davis Medical Group Midtown Pediatrics
“Office staff & physician coordinated to get my child seen promptly for examination after an 
accident with injury at school. Front desk staff, LVN/MA staff and doctor all showed concern 
and went above and beyond to make sure my daughter was healthy.”

Davis 7 Pediatrics
“We had lots of learning material and they went over everything until we were comfortable.”

Davis 14 Orthopedics/Trauma
“Excellent surgeon & amazing nursing care. I felt like I was fortunate to have been at UC Davis 
for treatment.”


