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INTRODUCTION AND THEORITICAL BACK GROUND

Introduction

Since the Antiquity until the middle of 20th century, the doctor used to be the person in whom 

people could confide in health problems, personal problems being matter of religions. 

Nowadays, the raise of atheism and loneliness, not only in old age but also in younger 

population, direct consequences of modern societies, changed completely the social status and 

social position of doctors and other health care workers. Doctor-patient relationship is a 

relation made of mutual expectations; the patient is willing for pain relief and a possible cure 

of the disease whereas the doctor wishes recognition of his “curing power”. The doctor-

patient relationship is unequal, the patient suffers and ask for someone having sufficient 

knowledge to cure him. The body is the main concern but the relation is established by 

communication. Thus more than ever, the medical staff while establishing empathic 

relationship, must understand and deal with individual personalities, different cultures, wishes 

and beliefs. Therefore, communication between a medical team and the patient, as well as 

with the family, appears to be one of the most important point regarding the medical practice 

because it allows effective diagnostic and later improvement of the patient’s condition.

Theoretical background 

Since twenty years, the level trust in doctors and respect for the medical profession and 

workers have been decreasing dramatically, this due to accumulation of malpractices, 

increased expectations of patients regarding medical skills,  “the doctor tends to exercise an 

authoritative role, which may lead to conflicts if the patient is not willing to accept the same” 

(1,2).
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If we had to summarise of the main recurrent medical mistakes that patients perceive when 

they attend to ambulance, it would regard the patient-doctor communication and relationship 

(3). In the vast majority of cases, a wrong diagnosis was made due to poor communication, 

making incomplete personal history leading to misdiagnose: A girl suffering from 

endometriosis was sent back home after really short interview by doctor, the latter thinking 

she was simulating (3).

However, even with the right diagnosis, patients could perceive mistakes due to a poor 

communication with medical workers (3).

The common mistakes in communication are (4):

- Using too complicated literature and medical language to explain the diagnosis.

- To not assess the understanding of the patient because he keeps saying “yes”.    

- Breaking bad news too quickly without letting time to patient to integrate 

information and ask questions about the diagnosis.

- Doctors do not respect silence in between information transmitted

- Doctors do not respect the Kubler-Ross model 

“Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance” (5)

- Announce the diagnosis in inappropriate places.

- Doctor do not respect beliefs, personality, wishes.

Mistakes of disclosure is an important point regarding the patient-doctor communication, they

could be avoid by “recognizing and talking about the physician’s own emotions” (6). 

Therefore talking about emotion issues in between members of the same medical team such as 

stress, lack of self-confidence and self-esteem, feeling of self-consciousness could help for 

better practice and better care of patients (6).   

More, fear of legal responsibility for causing damage due to malpractice, a doctors could not 

report his mistake(s) to hierarchy and to the patient, thus exposed to more serious 
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consequences, the life of patient as well as the future of his own medical carrier. In 

conclusion, basic daily communication between medical staff workers may avoid malpractice

(6).

A good communication has beneficial effects for the patient treatment, that is why, nowadays 

communication skills are taught in medical school. In the past medical practice, doctors used 

to have their own individual method to break the bad news. Modern medicine tends to erase 

the differences in communication skill ability among medical workers, especially for doctors 

(7). “The manner in which a physician communicates information to a patient is as important 

as the information being communicated” (7). Therefore when the communication is 

individualised to each patient and information is transmitted properly, patients “are more 

likely to acknowledge health problems, understand their treatment options, modify their 

behaviour accordingly, and follow their medication schedules” (7-11). A poor communication 

can have grave consequences, The Institute of Medicine in the United States counted 50 000 

to 100 000 Americans dying each year because of medical errors associated with poor 

communication (12, 13).

According to this institute an effective communication is prepared before facing patient and 

relatives. It is even truer in the management of chronic illness (7). 

There are four main skills to communicate effectively (7, 14, 15):

Assessment - Listen the patient and assess his own knowledge about the disease

- Check what the patient is able to understand at the current state of his illness

Education - Provide simple information, speak clearly and slowly

- Educate the patient and tell the truth 

Empathy - Understand the patient, use verbal and nonverbal communication skills
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- Listening effectively

Use family - Family as a second-order patient

- Family as a conduit to the patient

- Family meetings to help to clarify goals for the patient

“It is estimated that only 7% of emotional communication takes place verbally, whereas 22% 

is communicated by tone of voice and 55% by posture, gaze and eye contact” (16, 17).

Nonverbal communication, including bodily actions and vocal tone that typically accompany 

intentionally or unintentionally a verbal message, is an important way of communication. It 

provides information, regulates interaction and expresses hidden emotions as well as power 

and control. 

There are different types of nonverbal communication recognized (18):

Kinesics (eye contact, facial expressions, emotions, gesture, posture, touch)

Paralanguage (pitch, volume, rate, quality, intonation)

Vocal interferences (extraneous sounds or words that interrupt fluent speech)

Spatial usage (respect of intimate distance)

Self-presentation (physical appearance)

Use of wordless messages is a great advantages in clinical practice, by  maintaining eye 

contact with the person speaking and send the speaker nonverbal signals to indicate that you 

are interested in what he or she is saying and to confirm that you have correctly heard what 

was said improves significantly the quality of the communication.

More than 50% of the communication is established by the doctor´s posture and the eye 

contact he develops with the patient. Video consultation can be beneficial either for doctors 

nor patients. Most of communications skills can be applied to this type of consultation (16, 

17).
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Doctors and other specialist medical workers can, while having eye contact with their patient 

through cameras, stay in their office, show any medical images and explain them if necessary, 

can discuss simultaneously with family members at distant and different places and finally 

invite any other colleague to join the meeting.

The patients, despite the lack of physical contact, do not require any transportations to local 

hospital in case of poor health status and can be joined by family members in the video 

consultation (16, 17).

It differs from a traditional face-to-face consultation but in certain cases such terminal phase 

carcinomas, paralysis and reduced mobility can be serviceable to patients. 
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DISCUSSION

Through the theoretical background, it is noticeable that communication is a medical issue 

that can be summarised as neither the first step of doctor-patient relationship nor the first step 

of treatment. Effective communication is important in serious illness such as cancer as well as 

chronic diseases.

First, the doctor must decide to provide all information to the patient, except when breaking 

bad news can worsen the current status of patient or when people simply refuse to hear about 

negative information.

Secondly the information has to be correct, simple and clear and announced slowly (2, 9, 10). 

While the doctor get through the diagnosis, he must highlight negative side effects of the 

treatment, the prognosis of the disease with and without the treatment as well as all future 

medical examinations.

It is important to not break bad news if the diagnosis is uncertain. 

The environment where the disease is announced is important. It must take place in private, 

calm and closed room, in face to face interview, not by phone. For example, in case of tele 

health, the consultation that takes place with video camera is only a follow up, the primary 

diagnosis being announced before by local care, in face-to-face consultation.

Some situations are really specific and require more skills in communication as in cancer. The 

doctor has to break bad news loyally, information transmitted step by step with the use of

appropriate terminology. The use of non-verbal communication can be a great advantage in 

this case. 

When patient has been informed, the doctor must assess his understanding and propose a 

psychological support. 
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The doctor has always to report all the consultation, attitudes, emotions and responses of the 

patients, doctor recommendations, and prognosis with and without treatment. When 

information are missing, it becomes a legal issue about medical documentation.
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CONCLUSION

Effective communication skills are in modern medicine a keystone for a good medical 

practice regarding the quality of relationship between the doctor and his patients and the 

quality of treatment, good treatment is important as good breaking bad news for the following 

recovery. The doctor has always to keep in mind the differences in understanding, cultures, 

references, beliefs and fears between him and the common population. That is why a good 

communication associated with assessment, education and empathy is the key for correctly 

and efficiently breaking bad news.

“There are countless opportunities for good communication, but also plenty of chances for 

poor communication” (15)



10

REFERENCES

1. Shrivastava SR, Shrivastava PS, Ramasamy J: Exploring the dimensions of doctor-

patient relationship in clinical practice in hospital settings. Internal Journal of Health 

Policy Management 2014, 2(4), 159–160. DOI:10.15171/ijhpm.2014.40

2. Park K. Medicine and social sciences. In: Park K, editor. Textbook of Preventive and 

Social Medicine. 20th ed. Jabalpur: Banarsidas Bhanot; 2009. p. 604-5

3. Kistler C, Walter L, Mitchell M, Sloane P. Patient Perceptions of Mistakes in 

Ambulatory Care. Archive of Internal Medicine. 2010 September 13; 170(16): 1480–1487. 

DOI:10.1001/archinternmed.2010.288.

4. Nurse Educator. November/December 2008 - Volume 33 - Issue 6. pp: 233-280. 

DOI: 10.1097/01.NNE.0000334796.37923.c5

5. https://www.hdsa.org/images/content/1/3/13080.pdf

6. Petronio S, Torke A, Bosslet G, Isenberg S, Wocial L: Disclosing Medical Mistakes; A 

Communication Management Plan for Physicians. Permanent Journal. 2013 Spring; 17(2): 

73–79. PMCID: PMC3662285. DOI: 10.7812/TPP/12-106.

7. John M. Travaline M, Ruchinskas R, D’Alonzo G. Patient-Physician Communication: 

Why and How. Journal of the American Osteopathic Association, Vol 105, No 1, January 

2005 PMID: 15710660

8. Stewart MA. Effective physician-patient communication and health outcomes: a 

review. Canadian Medical Association Journal. 1995;15(9):1423-1433.

9. Bull SA, Hu XH, Hunkeler EM, Lee JY, Ming EE, Markson LE: Discontinuation

of use and switching of antidepressants: influence of patient-physician communication. 

Journal of the American Medical Association. 2002;288(11):1403-1409.

10. Ciechanowski PS, Katon WJ, Russo JE, Walker EA. The patient-provider relationship:



11

attachment theory and adherence to treatment in diabetes. American Journal of 

Psychiatry. 2001;158(1):29-35.

11. Bogardus ST Jr, Holmboe E, Jekel JF. Perils, pitfalls, and possibilities in talking about 

medical risk. Journal of the American Medical Association.1999;281(11):1037-1041.

12. Sutcliffe KM, Lewton E, Rosenthal MM. Communication failures: an insidious 

contributor to medical mishaps. Academic Medicine 2004; 79: 186-194 [PMID: 14744724 

DOI: 10.1097/00001888-200402000-00019]

13. Nagpal K, Vats A, Lamb B, Ashrafian H, Sevdalis N, Vincent C, Moorthy K. 

Information transfer and communication in surgery: a systematic review. Anal of 

Surgery 2010; 252: 225-239 [PMID: 20647929 DOI: 10.1097/SLA.0b013e3181e495c2]

14. Duffy FD, Gordon GH, Whelan G, Cole-Kelly K, Frankel R, Buffone N: Assessing 

competence in communication and interpersonal skills: the Kalamazoon II report. 

Academic Medicine. 2004;79(6):495-507.

15. Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education. Toolbox for the evaluation of 

competence. Available at http://www.acgme.org. Accessed 7 July 2004.

16. Williams S, Weinman J, Dale J. Doctor-patient communication and patient 

satisfaction: a review. Fam Pract 1998; 15: 480–92.

17. Sabesan S, Allen D, Caldwell P, Loh P, Mozer: Practical aspects of telehealth: doctor–

patient relationship and communication. Internal journal of Medicine. 28/10/2013. 

DOI:10.1111/imj.12323

18. 

Http://www.google.cz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=0CDEQFjAC&url=http%3A%2F

%2Fplaza.ufl.edu%2Fmbtucker%2Fch06-

nonverbal%2520comm.ppt&ei=rTm4U7ybBcL40gWEh4CABA&usg=AFQjCNEx61xoHX1MnRUmRTk74kV

gVXmyNw&sig2=7a0ZFo8aSm4t5valLwlunw




