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Core Communication Skills

Greeting and 
introduction

Non-verbal 
behaviour

Involve patient and 
share your thinking Empathy

Making 
organisation overt Attending to flow

Providing 
Structure

Building the 
Relationship

5. Sharing 
information

6. Closing the 
conversation

 1. Preparing for 
the conversation 2. Starting the 

conversation

3. Listening
4. Demonstrating 

empathy



2

I believe that involving a patient 
starts with wanting to understand 
what the situation is like for the 
patient, combined with being open to 
not having answers and to not 
showing the way. What if healthcare 
staff were more curious? What if they 
concerned themselves with what is 
important to this patient? What if they 
were to connect with patients as 
individuals, in ways that patients feel 
able to share what the disease and 
treatment is doing to them... What if
healthcare staff were to regularly ask 
themselves whether they truly 
listened to their patients?
Arwen H. Pieterse

Note:
There are many different models for teaching 
and learning communication skills in health-
care. The Calgary-Cambridge Guide is the 
preferred communication skills model in the 
HSE. It may help to think of communication 
skills as tools in a toolbox, to be applied as 
and when needed in many different types of 
healthcare conversation. 

Download the Calgary-Cambridge Guide here

https://bit.ly/2UtuDnk


I know
that you have
many of these 
conversations 
every day.

But there are
times when I feel 
you haven’t fully 

prepared. 

This is so 
important to me 

and I need to know 
it’s important to 

you too.

There are 3 
things that I 
think might 

help...

Well, sometimes 
that isn’t easy in 

healthcare….
3 things….?

First, take some 
time to prepare 
the space where 
you are going to 

talk to me.

So, how can I 
show you that 
it’s important 

to me?
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It is important to me that 
you try. What I have to say 

is very personal to me.
I need to know you 
appreciate that…

...and that you will 
do everything you 
can to find a quiet 

setting for our 
conversation.

So preparing the 
environment and 
the information is 
important. Those 
are the first two.

And you
said you had 
a 3rd one?

Yes and tell me what you have done 
to prepare. That gives me confidence 

that we are all working together.
I think it helps us to connect faster 

too and saves time for all of us.

Then
I wouldn’t

have to keep 
repeating 

myself.

I wonder if you 
talk to each 

other or even 
write notes 
about what I 

have said.

So I need to
read the notes 
and talk to the 

midwife/ physio 
/team before I 

meet you...

Ok.
So a quiet, 

comfortable 
setting…Is there 
something else?

I meet so
many people in 

healthcare. They all 
seem to ask me the 

same questions.
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That’s a 
good idea.

So that when
we begin our 

conversation, I would 
feel that you are 

really there for me.

Ok.
It helps me to feel

safe and to know that I am 
meeting someone who cares.
This improves my trust and I’d 
be more open to sharing my

story with you.

Yeah. Is there 
something that 

you routinely do 
before every 

conversation?

Well.
I wash my 

hands?

Could you take that 
moment to centre 

yourself?

Well that is
the reality, 

there are so 
many people 

to see…

I am wondering
if you could take a 
moment to pause 

between each 
conversation…?

That would 
help me to 
focus more 

on you?

I know that you are 
busy and have many 
patients to see.

It can seem as if you 
are running from one 
conversation to 
another.
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How can I start to 
build a relationship 

with you from the 
first moment that 

we meet?

Greet me 
with a warm 

hello.

Tell me who 
you are.

You mean 
my name?

Why is that 
important to 

you?

Knowing your
name helps me to 

connect with you on 
a human level...

...not just as 
my healthcare 
professional.

I mean
your name 
and your

role.
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Ask me!

So…

Something 
like that?

Yes! Ok and what’s the 
best way to check 
who is with you?

Knowing
your role tells me 
what questions

I can ask you.

Ok and what 
about your 

name?

Do you prefer 
formal or first 

name?

I know, it’s 
not easy.

Just say 
something 

like…

...and who have 
you here with 

you today?
Ok. I try to give as 

much time as possible 
to each conversation...

I’ve gotten
that one wrong 

before!!! 

How do
you like to 
be called?

I mean, the name 
on my record might 

be Joseph, but 
maybe I prefer to 

be called Joe.

Providing Structure
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Ok. So what’s the 
best way for me 
to find out what 
matters most to 

you and what you 
want to talk 

about?

Well, how
you start that 

part of the 
conversation

is really 
important…

And I can see that 
you are thinking about 
my diagnosis and what 

to do about it.
Yes!

You know
how these 

conversations 
go – I don’t. 

 It feels more like
a partnership when

you tell me what you are 
thinking and where you 
think the conversation

is going.

Then it
feels like we 
are working 

together.

Agreeing the agenda

So something like...

Now Joe,
we have ten 

minutes for our 
conversation.

What would
you like to talk you like to talk 
about today?

What is the best
way for me to sensitively 
give you an idea of how 

long we have for our 
conversation?

Just
tell me! 

...but my time is
limited and I have 
a lot of people to 

take care of. 
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Ok. So when I 
know what you 
want to talk 
about, then can 
I tell you what
I want to talk 
about too? 

Yes.

Then Then we both 
know what we 

want to talk 
about and how 

the conversation 
is going to go....

And if we feel that
we won’t have enough 
time for everything
we can agree the 
priority areas for
our conversation.

Encouragement?

Well silence 
is good!…

...and you know 
those little 

encouraging 
words and 
sounds…

...nodding... You mean 
like...

Ok.

Go on.

Tell me 
more?

Like do you 
mean with an 

open question?

What
brings you 

here today?

How can I 
help you?

Yeah, something like that,
I need some encouragement 
from you to describe it in my 

own words.

Exactly.

And it helps our
relationship if you relationship if you 
give me space to 

talk, without 
interrupting me 
or assuming you 
know what I am 

going to say.
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So after we have
agreed what we are going to 

talk about, it’s my turn to listen 
to you and hear your story.

Will you tell me 
everything you are 
worried about with 
just one open 
question?

Maybe 
not.

I might be worried
and anxious so I could 

forget something…
What can I

do to help you 
remember?

Just keep 
repeating back 

what you are 
hearing and 

encourage me to 
keep talking...

…until you feel I 
have told you 

everything you 
need to know.
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What about 
listening?

It helps when
I know you are 

listening.

How will 
you know 

that?

And how
will I know you 
have told me 
everything?

Watch me…

You will know 
from my face 

and body 
language.

 You could 
also ask… Is there something 

else you want to talk 
about today?

When you sit and 
lean forward and 

look at me - not at 
your notes or at 
your computer!

Why is it so 
important to 
you that I sit 

down?

When you sit
and look at me, it 

shows respect and 
that we are on the 

same level.

And I know that
you are paying 

attention to what
I have to say.

This helps
to build trust 
between us. 
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You can ask
me to clarify 

words or 
statements 
that you are 

unsure of.

 It also helps me 
when you repeat 

back my story.
Then I

know that you 
have heard and 
understood me.

It can also help
me to remember 
something that I 
forgot to tell you.

And if I want to 
check that I have 
understood you 

correctly?

What else 
can I do?

I will have 
prepared what I 

want to say...

So if you give
me the space, I will 
probably only talk 

for about 2 
minutes.

If you
interrupt me 

early on,I could 
lose my train of 

thought and feel 
intimidated.

And you might not 
learn what I am most 

worried about.
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Sometimes I am 
not sure what to 

do when you 
look upset…

I probably
won’t tell you 

what I am feeling 
but you will see 

the cues that I am 
giving you.

Cues…?

Like 
fidgeting...  

shifting in 
my chair...

breaking eye 
contact or...

making a
change in my 

facial expression. 

It’s not
easy to say 
how I feel…
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What 
can I do 

then?

And how 
can I do 

this?

Well I suppose I 
will know by your 
face and body 
language.

Is there 
something I 
could say?

Sometimes silence 
is enough…

It tells me that 
you have noticed 
that I am feeling 

upset or sad.

Sometimes I need help
to express how I am feeling 
and to know that it’s ok for 

me to feel that way…

What if I get 
the emotion 

wrong?

I will 
appreciate that 
you have tried.

It shows me that 
you care…

Well you 
could ask…

How
are you? Or… How are

you feeling 
about this?

Or maybe
I could say…

I can
see this is 
upsetting

for you.

Exactly and 
maybe…that it’s 
normal for me 

to feel this way. 
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What is the 
best way for 
me to share 
information 
with you?

You could start by 
checking if I want 
to have a carer or 
relative with me.

It can help to have 
another pair of ears to 
hear and remember.

Ok...

Then check what I know 
already and ask me how 

much I want to know.

You can give me
some kind of hint if the 
news might not be what 

I was expecting.

Something 
like...
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This will
allow me to 

prepare myself 
emotionally for 

the news you are 
about to share.

...I am sorry to
say that the test 
results are not 
what we were 
hoping for...

So, the amount and
type of information I 

share could be different 
for different people?

Some want to 
know everything 
and some prefer 

to know less.

But most people want to
hear honest information about 

their diagnosis or care-plan
in plain language.

No single 
message works 

for everyone.

Some
people

know a lot 
already.

Some
don’t.

Well that’s 
very true.

Yes! 
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So no 
medical 
jargon!

That’s right and 
that’s not all…

It helps when
you speak clearly 

and slowly and give 
me small chunks of 

information.

How can
I do that?

Exactly, I
find diagrams 

very useful and 
leaflets too.

And you also need
to check that I have taken in 
the information accurately.

Watch 
me…

You will know by 
my face and body 

language.

Pauses and silences 
give me time to ask 

questions.

Maybe I
could use visual 
aids too when 
appropriate?

It isn’t?
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What is the best way to 
close the conversation 

with you?

I suppose if you have given me 
an idea at the beginning of the 

conversation how long we 
have, then I will be expecting 
that the conversation will be 

coming to an end.

Ok and 
what 
else?

I need clear
direction on what 
the next steps are, 

for you and for me...

...what to do if
things go wrong 
and where to
go for further 
advice.
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I would like
to check what 
you are taking 
away from the 
conversation.

How can I do
that in a way that 

doesn’t sound 
like I am giving 
you an exam?!

Yeah! 
Sounds 
good.

Say 
something 

like…

...before we
finish, let’s recap 

in case I forgot 
something...

...what are the 3 main 
things you are going to 

do to manage your 
asthma at home?

Ok, I like 
that.

And then
a handshake 
and a warm 
goodbye?
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