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Making Difficult Conversations Easier

Professor Eva Doherty,
Director of Human Factors in Patient Safety 



Human Factors in Patient Safety 
at RCSI

• Surgeons in training years 1-8

• Emergency medicine trainees years 1-7

• International Medical Graduates Two year prog.

• Radiology trainees SpR 1-5

• Continuing Professional Development for
• NCHDs and Masterclasses for Consultants

• Masters in Surgical Science and Practice

• Interprofessional PGDiploma/MSc in Human Factors in Patient Safety



Objectives for Today
• Describe the key skills of effective 

communication in healthcare

• Identify the particular communication skills 
essential to use with emphasis on difficult 
conversations

• Appreciate emotions and their meaning

• Recognise the importance of the use of 
empathy skills in difficult conversations



Problem/Diagnosis Outcome

Fibromyalgia Pain, dep., functioning

Smoking Smoking cessation

Osteoarthritis Pain

Diabetes BP, serum levels

Diabetes BP, serum, Psychosocial

Hypertension BP

Cancer Anxiety, Depression

Asthma Asthma QoL

Osteoarthritis Pain

Diabetes Weight loss

Lower resp. infection Return Consultations

Somatic complaints Quality of Life

Obesity Weight loss



Burnout



Enter in the chat examples of your difficult 

conversations………

• Cancelling appts/surgery

• Patients who are very anxious or very angry

• Angry relatives

• Breaking Bad news

• Telephone conversations

• Video conversations



A recipe for the most useful 
communication skills

• Introduction

• Empathy and apology

• Starting point, no interruptions

• Open and closed questioning

• Signposting

• Non-verbal skills

• Simple language no jargon

• Periodic summarising

• Screening questions



When something is tough……



Difficult Conversations

• What is more critical ?

• The information you give ?

• vs

• How you transmit that information ?



How to convey meaning:
Verbal and Non
Communication

Verbal
7%

Tone
38%

Body 
Language

55%



Becoming an expert communicator

• Non-verbals:

• Eyes

• Tone of voice to convey emotion

• Body Language, gestures



Becoming an expert communicator

• Verbal:

• Think about tone of voice: resonate

• Speak slower than usual

• Use shorter phrases



‘Signposting’

• Im calling to give you your test results.

• I’m going to explain how the procedure will be done 

• Warning shot : Im afraid I have some information for 
you that you may not be expecting…pause…is it ok if I 
continue ?



Summarising and ‘Teach-Back’

• ‘Chunk and Check’

• Ok so I’ll just go through the main points once 
more.

• Just to check I’ve explained this properly to 
you, can you tell me what you understand 
from what I’ve explained so far…….



Empathy

• The art of demonstrating that you ‘get’ the 
emotion behind what is being expressed



Name it!



Use of Empathy

• Name and demonstrate respect for the 
emotion

• eg ‘I can see that this is difficult for you’

• ‘I can see that this delay is very frustrating’



Are emotions simple or complicated ?



Emotions have universal meaning

Happiness Gain something of value

Sadness Lose something of value

Surprise Something is happening

Anger Blocked from getting something

Fear Possible threat

Disgust Rules are violated
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Managing Emotions
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Use Emotions:

Specific influence of emotions

Emotion Impact

Anger Fight

Disgust Reject

Fear Avoid

Sadness Give up

Surprise Pay attention

Happiness Explore



Challenges using PPE

• Uncomfortable

• Hot

• Hard to wear properly

• Can’t drink/eat easily

• Can’t touch your face



Communication Challenges using PPE

• Hear what is being said 

• Understand meaning

• Noisy environments 



National Healthcare Communication 
Programme, HSE



Tips for communicating with PPE

• Name badge

• Identification board

• Photograph

• Lighting 



More tips….

• Wave when you meet someone first 

instead of a handshake

• ‘Smize’: smile with your eyes wrinkled: practice

• Use ‘mmmm’ more, pauses and gesturing: 10% +

• Ensure you are facing the person and not the door!



A few more…..

• Check patient can hear you and you them

• Use pen and paper

• Watch out for background noise: building work/suction 
machines etc

• Have a laminated picture of yourself for patients who can’t sit 
up or are a distance away





Telephone and Video consultations

• https://msurgery.ie/home/rcsi-
courses/online-open-courses/

https://msurgery.ie/home/rcsi-courses/online-open-courses/




The best book !



@evadoherty
@HumanFactorsPS

edoherty@rcsi.ie

• PGDiploma/MSc in Human 
Factors in Patient Safety

mailto:edoherty@rcsi.ie

