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This book is dedicated to the many
anonymous trainers in the field who cannot
help but communicate with their interns.
This book is also dedicated to young
‘foreign’ doctors such as Bruno, Homa and
Chris who, despite all odds, have made the
global medical world their home.






Preface

Communication Skills for Foreign and Mobile Medical Professionals (or in short
Medical Communication Skills) is an evidence-based communication resource book
aimed at second language or language-discordant medical professionals, defined as
doctors who work in foreign countries, cultures and languages, who are interested
in improving or enhancing their communication with both patients and colleagues.

Good doctor—patient communication correlates directly with improved patient
health outcomes. Culturally and linguistically appropriate communicative
competence is a key skill for medical professionals: it can literally be life-saving.

Given the growing number of mobile medical professionals around the world
and the importance of good communication to both patient outcomes and the
medical professionals’ own professional success, this state-of-the-art resource book
is highly relevant. Professionals ranging from senior nursing staff, hospital doctors,
interns, general practitioners and heads of department in multilingual or intercultural
contexts to human resource managers, language trainers and cultural mediators will
all have something to learn from this book.

This is a practitioners’ manual for the lower/upper undergraduate, graduate and
professional/practitioner levels. It covers the areas of communication skills, effective
medical communication, intercultural professional communication, doctor—patient
communication and patient-oriented medicine.

This book targets language-discordant medical professionals, a readership that is
not served by any book on medical communication currently on the market.
The book provides direct answers to the practical needs of the clinical context
and can be used for training and teaching purposes both in contact teaching
and autonomously. The proposed advice raises the professional’s awareness of
important issues in face-to-face interaction. Medical Communication Skills is the
foundation of a medical performance support system containing strategies and tips,
examples and short excerpts from intercultural health studies. It offers a wealth of
insights into communication structured around the consultation timeline, which all
doctors know and have training in.

Medical Communication Skills helps professionals gain insight into doctor—
patient communication and is organised around the different phases of any
consultation. It emphasises patient-oriented medicine, the ideal style of doctoring in
today’s Western world. The advice offered shows how communication in general
and doctor—patient communication in particular work; where applicable examples
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are provided. Common misunderstandings between doctors and patients with
different cultural/linguistic backgrounds are dealt with specifically and in depth.

Communication in a professional context has a universal basis, and we hope that
you, the intended audience, will gain some inspiration and insights from our
multifaceted analyses of the topic.

What Can You Expect to Find in This Book

Chapter 1. Interpersonal and Intercultural
Communication in Health Care

This chapter outlines the background of the book and introduces terminology and
topics vital for understanding interpersonal and intercultural communication in a
healthcare context: communication and personal style, communication and patient
health outcomes, multiculturalism and cultural competence and communication and
mobility. This book is meant to function as a communication performance support
tool. The information in it draws on peer-reviewed, international research and focuses
on linguistic and cultural challenges faced by mobile medical professionals.

Chapter 2. The Structure of the Consultation

When patients’ physical, mental and social well-being (i.e. the health triangle) is
not in balance, they may see a doctor. To a consultation, patients bring ideas,
concerns and expectations (the ICE triad) about health and illness. This triad is
situated within a patient’s frame of reference and has both individual and cultural
characteristics. In the past 30 years, medicine in the Western world has become
increasingly patient-oriented, and the medical world has adopted a model of the
consultation where patient’s and doctor’s perspectives are given equal weight.
In this chapter, we present the two-perspectives consultation model, which describes
the structure and timeline of the consultation. Structuring a consultation means
timing and sequencing five major tasks in a logically ordered way following a
mental map (cf. the Calgary-Cambridge Guides): initiating the session, information
gathering, the physical examination, explaining and planning, and closing the
session.

Chapter 3. General Communication Strategies and Skills

In this chapter, we discuss communication skills that can be used across all stages
of the consultation. We first focus on how active listening skills facilitate, direct and
structure interaction with others. Then we explain and illustrate what makes verbal
and nonverbal communication appropriate. While the focus of our verbal
communication is generally the content of our messages, our attitudes about what
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we say are often communicated through our nonverbal communication. The final
topic of the chapter is building rapport: it helps make both communication and
consultations more effective, efficient, supportive and satisfying for both medical
professionals and patients.

Chapter 4. Communication Skills Specific to the Consultation

This chapter discusses communication skills and strategies used at specific points
during the consultation, providing specific advice for different stages and parts
of the consultation. The first part of the consultation begins with an opening,
followed by medical history taking or anamnesis, and concludes with the physical
examination. Listening is central to these stages. The second half of the consultation
focuses on discussion and generally has two components—(1) explaining the
diagnosis and (2) agreeing on the management plan—that follows from this
diagnosis. Both successful listening and explaining then allow for a proper closing
of the session.

Chapter 5. Special Challenges in Medical Communication

During consultations, doctors often have to deal with challenging situations. They
can be caused by characteristics of the patients, the content, the communication
channel or any combination of these. When patients are challenging, clearly
structuring the interaction and acknowledging the patient may help. When dealing
with sensitive or taboo fopics, particular care and sensitivity are required. Finally, in
telephone and other mediated consultations, an explicit and systematic approach to
communication can facilitate the conversation. This chapter provides an overview
of a range of challenging situations doctors are likely to encounter, and provides
strategies to address them.
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