Introduction
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Caring for individuals living with HIV
requires more than clinical knowledge — it
requires compassion, understanding, and
connection.
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Caring for HI ients During
Difficult Times: Leading with

Empathy and Heart
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Tammy Cuyler
Empower HIV Health, LLC
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Difficult times-whether personal, social, or
systemic-demand that providers lead with
empathy and the heart.
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Think about a time where you were a patient at a doctor’s office or hospital, and the visit

went TERRIBLY WRONG. What made the experience memorable?

Discuss with a neighbor!

Understanding
the Challenges

Emotional Stress/External Pressures Socioeconomic Barriers Health Disruptions

Clients may experience depression, anxiety, or sing insecurity, job loss, C rbidities, treatment

stigma. foo ss, and healthcare fa , and lack of continuity

Political, social, or public health crises can
exacerbate disparities.




Meet Marcus:

Emotional Stress/External Pressures

Recently

Socioeconomic Barriers
—
Housing insecurity, job lo

food access, and healthcate
COSts.

Health Disruptions

—
HIV positive
Has missed hi t two 2

indicated “missing some
medication.
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Background

- 32-year-old male living with HIV
- Recently lost hous

- Missed last two a ents

- Reports mi

- Appears withdrawn

Questions: Find a partner!

In pairs:

- What would you say fir

- What is your tone?

- What is your priority?

- What additional information do you wish
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What Empathy

Means in

Healthcare

I I I
Empathy is feeling with someone- It means listening without When we practice empathy, we build
not just for them. judgement and recognizing each trust and reduce the barriers that
client’s unique story. prevent clients from staying engaged
in care.
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Patient: 'I’m tired of taking pills’

- How do you respond without jumping
straight to solutions?

- What does this reveal about long-term
treatment fatigue?
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Patient: ‘I didn’t come to my last
appointment because I felt judged.’

- What should you NOT say?

- What might the patient be feeling?

- How do providers unintentionally sound judgmental?
- What does success look like in this interaction?

Leading with the

Heart

Humanize Every Be Present Encourage Resilience Model
Interaction Compassion
— — —

Each visit is an opportunity Focus on listening rather Highlight clients’ strengths - ho feel dlead
to affirm dignity and worth. than fixing immediately. and successes, not just their éams who feel supported lea
struggles. with greater empathy.
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Compassionate Care

Normalize Mental
Cultural Competence

Active Listening Health

Conversations

Hear what’s said-and unsaid. Address trauma, grief, and isolation. ~ Understand the social and cultural

hape each client’s
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Compassionate Care,

Cont.

Empowerment Consistency

lve clients in decision-making; Reliable follow-up builds trust over

autc nomy. time.



4/24/2026

Questions: In groups!

- If you were Alicia, what would you
rider right now?
- What’s more important in this

- Avoiding calls from the clinic moment: information or connection?

- How might the healthcare system
Additional Context: feel intimidating to he
Vi part-time retail job (limited schedule flexibility) - What would make her want to
) come back?
- What might you be missing?

information

Partner up:
Person A = Provider

Person B = Alicia

Round 1 (1-2 minutes):
Provider responds to Alicia
Focus on empathy and connection

Round 2:

Switch roles

Stay in the moment—don’t jump to solutions too quickly
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Supporting

Providers in
Difficult Times

Compassion Fatigue Self-Care Shared Purpose

is Real
]

Acknowledge and address it through Promote wellness within care ~ Remind teams why they do this work-to
peer support and supervision. teams. change lives and build healthier

communities.
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Community an

Collaboration

Strengthen partnerships with Engage peers and community Share resources and best practices to
mental health, housing, and social health workers as bridges sustain compassion-centered care.
service agencies. between providers and clients.
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#3: Danielle

Background Background

Danielle: 38-year-old trans woman living with HIV Who would you involve first and why?

. . What role does each person play?
- Recently discharged from the hospital
- Diagnosed with depression and substance use What's the difference between a referral and a
e warm handoff?

disorder
- Unstable housing (currently staying with friends) How can you make transitions feel more

. .. . S ive?
- Missed last two clinic appointments suppottive:
- Not consistently taking ART How does coordinated care reduce patient
- Expresses feeling “overwhelmed” and “tired of burden?

H . r OV rar’? .
telling her story over and over What is one small change your team could
make to improve care coordination?

The Power o

Empathy in

Outcomes

Empathic care improves retention, Clients who feel seen and valued Leading with heart transforms both
adherence, and viral suppression. are more likely to stay connected patient and provider experience.
to care.
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- What is one thing you will do differently this

week?
- A phrase, a pause, a habit?

- How can you show the same kind of care to
yourself that you do towards your clients?
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Closing Message

ot a soft skill-it is a clinical
ves”

of
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Thank You

Tammy Cuyler, CPM, FCCM
Empower HIV Health, LLC
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