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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Narrative medicine as a medical education tool: A medical student
perspective

Dear Editor

It was with interest that we read Milota et al.’s (2019)
recent systematic review. This found evidence that narra-
tive medicine is an effective educational tool with a replic-
able structure. In particular, it helps to increase a sense of
wellbeing, foster peer relationships, and improve empathy.
We would like to provide some thoughts and anecdotal
evidence from the perspective of a group of med-
ical students.

It has long been reported that as medical students pro-
gress through their undergraduate education, they display
lower levels of empathy and compassion for patients, a trend
that correlates with rising stress and anxiety (Neumann et al.
2011). During our time at medical school, we have noticed
increasing competitiveness between peers and less willing-
ness to share advice, resources, and knowledge. There has
also been a narrowing of focus on learning solely in exams
rather to be better, more compassionate doctors for our
future patients. We strongly believe narrative medicine is a
way to combat this process. We have all taken part in a
number of optional narrative medicine exercises at university
and agree with the positive outcomes reported by Milota
et al. (2019).

Milota et al. (2019) describe the three-step model of
read-reflect-respond that is consistent across most narrative
medicine interventions. One of our narrative-based tasks
did not include the responding step of group discussion.
Without sharing and hearing other students’ reflections, we
found it a much less rewarding experience. This stage is
essential for improving communication skills, closeness to
peers and increasing empathy for both colleagues and

patients. Therefore, we urge all medical schools to intro-
duce compulsory narrative medicine exercises which
include a group discussion.

Milota et al. (2019) showed that no studies have eval-
uated whether narrative medicine directly results in
improvement in health and well-being of patients. We are
confident that we will provide more empathic, holistic care
to our patients because of our experiences and stress the
need for research into these longer term real world
outcomes of narrative medicine.
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