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Introduction
Clinical empathy—the ability to understand patients' emotions, thoughts, and perspectives and to respond
with appropriate emotional and behavioural support—is a cornerstone of effective medical practice. It has
been consistently associated with improved diagnostic accuracy, higher patient satisfaction, better treatment
adherence, reduced medical errors, and lower litigation risks. Despite its recognised importance, a growing
body of evidence indicates that empathy among medical trainees tends to decline as they progress through
their training, particularly during residency. This decline is often attributed not to the formal (explicit)
curriculum, but rather to the hidden curriculum—the set of implicit, unplanned, and often unintended
lessons that emerge from the organisational, social, cultural, and interpersonal dynamics of clinical learning

environments.

The hidden curriculum in medical education conveys values, attitudes, and behaviours through role
modelling, institutional practices, evaluation systems, and the everyday interactions that occur in hospitals,
clinics, and other training settings. It can either reinforce or undermine the explicit teachings of
professionalism, ethics, and humanistic care. Among the many competencies shaped by the hidden
curriculum, clinical empathy is particularly vulnerable, as it is rarely assessed formally and often competes

with the overwhelming emphasis on technical skills, efficiency, and biomedical knowledge.

In the Iranian context, despite the increasing number of medical graduates, concerns about the erosion
of humanistic values and the quality of physician-patient relationships have grown. Residents in internal
medicine, who manage complex and chronically ill patients, are especially in need of strong empathetic
skills. However, no previous study has systematically explored how the hidden curriculum influences the
development of clinical empathy specifically among internal medicine residents in Iranian universities of
medical sciences. This qualitative study was therefore designed to fill this gap, using a grounded theory
approach to uncover the processes, mechanisms, and contextual factors that shape empathetic behaviour in

this population.

Methodology
This applied qualitative study employed a grounded theory design, following the paradigmatic model of
Strauss and Corbin (1998), to explore the influencing process of the hidden curriculum on the formation of

clinical empathy among internal medicine residents.
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Participants and Sampling: The study population comprised all internal medicine residents
(specialising in internal medicine, infectious diseases, paediatrics, and cardiology) at medical universities
in Tehran, Iran. A purposeful criterion-based sampling strategy was used, selecting residents who were in
their third year of specialty training, as they had sufficient clinical exposure and experience to provide rich,
informed insights. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, which occurred after
interviewing 22 residents (10 females, 12 males). Participants’ ages ranged from 27 to 38 years, and they
represented multiple universities, including Shahid Beheshti, Tehran, Iran, and Bagiyatallah.

Data Collection: Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted by the lead researcher. Each
interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes (average 45 minutes) and explored participants’ experiences
regarding the factors and conditions that facilitated or hindered the development of empathetic relationships
with patients. Probes and follow-up questions were used to elicit deeper reflections on causal factors,
contextual influences, strategies, and outcomes. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed

verbatim.

Data Analysis: Data analysis followed the three-stage coding process of grounded theory: open coding
(identifying initial concepts and categories), axial coding (relating categories to their causal, contextual,
intervening, strategic, and consequential conditions), and selective coding (integrating categories around a
core phenomenon to develop a substantive theory). To ensure trustworthiness, Guba and Lincoln’s four
criteria were applied: credibility (member checks with four participants), dependability (inter-coder
agreement between two independent researchers), confirmability (peer review by subject experts), and

transferability (sharing findings with relevant specialists for feedback).
Findings

From the analysis, 13 main categories emerged, which were organised within the paradigmatic model

around the core phenomenon:; empathetic abilities in care.

Causal conditions were identified as three major categories: basic skills (including communication,
active listening, emotional regulation, and understanding patients' conditions); teaching (standardised
teaching methods, creating supportive learning environments, clear definitions of clinical empathy, and
use of advanced technology); and supervision and evaluation (assessment of empathetic behaviour

among residents and faculty, clear supervisory guidelines, and unified evaluation tools). Participants
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stressed that empathy is rarely taught systematically, and when it appears in formal objectives, it is not

effectively translated into practice.

The central phenomenon—empathetic abilities in care—comprised three dimensions: cognitive
empathy (understanding patients' thoughts and emotions), attitudinal empathy (self-control, professional
strength, stress management), and skill-based empathy (critical thinking, correct application of
knowledge). These abilities enabled residents to respond appropriately to patients’ needs while

maintaining professional composure.

Contextual conditions that shaped empathy included: the work environment in hospitals and clinics
(crowded, under-resourced, poorly designed physical spaces that contributed to fatigue and
frustration); job satisfaction (factors such as workload, burnout, emotional exhaustion, and lack of
adequate rest); and the role of clinical supervisors (faculty and senior residents as role models, whose
behaviour—whether empathetic or dismissive—heavily influenced residents’ own approaches).

Participants reported that stressful, unsupportive environments undermined their capacity for empathy.

Intervening conditions consisted of personal and psychological characteristics (personality traits,
emotional intelligence, prior life experiences, and moral identity) and lifestyle factors (family
upbringing, cultural background, and daily habits). These either facilitated or hindered the development

of empathetic behaviours, sometimes overriding the effects of formal training.

Strategies for fostering empathetic communication were grouped under supportive factors: material
support (adequate salaries, reasonable working hours, health benefits, and institutional welfare)
and spiritual/emotional support (societal respect for physicians, cultural values, psychological
well-being, and reduced stress). Residents consistently indicated that when their basic needs were unmet,

they lacked the emotional energy to engage empathetically with patients.

Outcomes of successful empathy formation were twofold: individual (personal growth, improved
social and communication skills, reduced errors, and lower legal liability) and institutional (more
empathetic, committed physicians, enhanced healthcare service productivity, and better patient

outcomes).
Discussion and Conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence that the hidden curriculum profoundly shapes clinical
empathy among internal medicine residents through multiple interconnected pathways. The findings

confirm that empathy is not merely an innate trait but a learnable competency, yet one that is
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systematically neglected in formal curricula. The predominance of biomedical and technical training,
coupled with the absence of explicit empathy assessment, sends a powerful hidden message that
empathetic care is peripheral to “real” medical practice. This aligns with previous international research,

which has consistently documented the erosion of empathy during medical training.

The study also highlights the critical role of clinical supervisors as both gatekeepers and role models.
Residents learn far more from observing faculty behaviour than from didactic lectures. When
supervisors demonstrate empathy, respect, and effective communication, residents internalise these
behaviours; when they do not, cynicism and detachment become normalised. Thus, faculty development

programmes that cultivate empathetic role modelling are essential.

Material and spiritual support emerged as key enabling strategies. Chronic stress, low pay, excessive
workloads, and poor working conditions deplete residents’ emotional reserves, making empathy difficult
to practise. Addressing these systemic issues is a prerequisite for any educational intervention aimed at
enhancing humanistic care. Furthermore, the physical environment of hospitals—Ilighting, noise, spatial
layout—was unexpectedly influential, suggesting that architectural and design improvements could

contribute to a more empathetic climate.

Intervening personal and lifestyle factors remind us that residents are not blank slates; their prior
upbringing, cultural values, and personality traits moderate how they respond to the hidden curriculum.

This points to the need for personalised support and mentoring rather than a one-size-fits-all approach.

In conclusion, the hidden curriculum in Iranian medical residency programmes, particularly in
internal medicine, exerts a powerful and often negative influence on the development of clinical
empathy. To reverse this trend, policymakers and curriculum planners must take deliberate actions:
embed empathy training longitudinally across the curriculum; design formal assessment tools that
evaluate empathetic behaviours; provide adequate material and psychological support for residents; train
clinical supervisors in humanistic teaching and role modelling; and improve the physical and
organisational conditions of clinical environments. By making the hidden curriculum visible and
intentionally aligning it with the explicit values of compassionate, patient-centred care, medical
education can produce physicians who are not only technically competent but also deeply humane—
ultimately improving both patient outcomes and the well-being of healthcare providers themselves.
Future research should evaluate the effectiveness of targeted interventions and explore the perspectives

of patients and other stakeholders to further enrich this understanding.
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