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Response

We thank Professor House for his thoughtful and interesting
response. We agree it’s helpful to define and unpick what terms
mean. Empathy, with its origins from the Greek ‘empatheia’ [physical
affection, passion] can also be defined as ‘the ability to understand
and appreciate another person’s feelings’.1 We feel it is certainly pos-
sible for clinicians to recognise and appreciate the feelings of an indi-
vidual service user but as House notes there are often gaps in
clinicians’ understanding of the functions of self-harm. We would
also agree that postgraduate training has a key role to play here espe-
cially when co-designed and delivered with lived experience expertise.

In our editorial, we outlined the importance of concepts
related to empathy such as compassionate care (can be defined
as ‘the feeling or emotion, when a person is moved by the suffer-
ing or distress of another, and by the desire to relieve it’2 and can
include showing sympathy and concern for others), and non-
judgemental care. None of this is new – compassion and
empathy are the focus of a rich body of literature that investi-
gates everything from their neuroscientific basis to their social
and clinical aspects, but these can be better ingrained into psychi-
atric practice.3,4

We liked the three attributes House suggested because we
think their acquisition will improve patient care and experience.
But they go far beyond empathy and stray into other aspects of
care which we tried as a Committee to cover in the full guid-
ance.5 Producing national guidelines is never straightforward
and ultimately they remain (as the name suggests) a guide,
rather than mandatory instructions. In this context, we would
argue that there is room for ‘blurry, feel-good’ concepts such
as empathy, and of course sympathy, as well as more concrete
curriculum specifications.
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