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What do we mean by compassion?
Complex, multifactorial  phenomenon

Historical roots in a range of cultures, religions and disciplines

Research and debate complicated by lack of shared 
understanding - ongoing search for clarity/clinical applicability

A response to suffering, which includes both an engagement 
with suffering and a motivation to relieve it 

(Gilbert, 2017, Germer and Barnhofer, 2017)

Increasing international significance - global ‘compassion 
movement’

Healthcare professionals at the forefront of this 

Nursing: compassion as ‘essence’ of nursing 

UK nursing – a distinct discourse? 
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Study background 
UK discourse result of:

Long standing debate on nurse education & impact on 
compassion 

Series of care scandals in care homes & hospitals

Poor care largely the result of a lack of compassion 

Much compassion research and scholarly discussion 

Predominant focus on individual values, little scrutiny of context 

Current approach: values-based 

Too simplistic? Too narrow?

Shapes the response to poor care 

individualised, blaming, punitive
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Study design and methods 

Social 
constructionism: 

attention to social 
practices, discourse, 

context 

Interpretivist 
philosophy  

Aim: To explore compassion in the context of a hospital setting, focusing on how it is demonstrated, its 
facilitators and inhibitors.
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Enabling conditions: autonomy, clarity, 
support 
When nurses had more autonomy to direct care

When care goals were clear and shared within the MDT
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Enabling compassion to flourish 
This HCA came up, and, immediately, she just knew what to do, she just soothed me right 
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Inhibiting compassionate care
¢ƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳ όtŀǘƛŜƴǘ {ǳŜΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿύ 

LƴǎƛŘŜΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŎǊŜŀƳ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳǘΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŀōǊǳǇǘ ǿƛǘƘ ώǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎϐΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘŀǊǘ 
ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ LΩƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊƻǳƴŘΣ LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜΣ ΨhƘ ƎƻŘΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀǎƪ ƳŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦΩ 
(Junior nurse Ellen, recorded interview)

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƴǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎǊŀŎƪ ƻǊ ōǳǊǎǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘŜŀǊǎ Χ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜƳǇŜǊΦ 
¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƘǳǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴƻōƻŘȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ŀǘ 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛǘǎΩ ŜƴŘΦ ό{ŜƴƛƻǊ ƴǳǊǎŜ [ǳŎȅΣ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿύ

²Ŝ ƎŜǘ ǘƻƭŘΣ Ψ¸ŜŀƘΣ ōŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜΣ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀƴΣ ƻƻƘΣ ƴƻǿ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
ƻƴ ǊŜŘ ŀƭŜǊǘΣ ǇǳǊǇƭŜ ŀƭŜǊǘΗΩ ΦΦΦ ²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǿƛƴΗ ό{ŜƴƛƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ƴǳǊǎŜΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿύ

¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΩǎ ŎŀǊŜΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ 
ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴΦ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΗ Χ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƻƴŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƭƭŀǊ ƛǎ ƳŜΦ 
(Consultant, interview)             

²ŜΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǇǳǎƘŜŘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƳŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǎŀǾŜǊǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ Χ Ψ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜ ǊŜŘΩ ƻǊ 
ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ƻǾŜǊ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ Χ LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘΣ ǳƴŎŜŀǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŦƛƎƘǘ 
against it. (Junior doctor Rob, interview)

²ƘŜƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎ Χ ōǳǘ Χ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 
made a scapegoat! And as a result of that, that is why there are so many [senior nursing] vacancies 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ Χ {ƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ 
(Corporate staff member, recorded interview)
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Implications

Compassionate care in acute settings, like poor care, is the result of complex set of 
factors

Many are contextual & outside the control of front line staff

All these factors need to thoroughly examined and incorporated for effective 
strategies to be developed

(Compassionate) care is relational - staff and patient experience are entwined and 
both are critical 

Focus on developing compassionate organisations/environments rather than people? 

Supporting organisations to understand and build on what they do well, as well as the 
inhibiting conditions (local strategies)   

Understanding more about the role of threat and how it can be decreased

Safe spaces/time to discuss and offload

Encouraging recognition of/reflection on emotional labour of care

Locating pressure points and addressing  
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Further 
information 
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