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ABSTRACT

Thisarticleproposesathree-factormodelofcommunicationcompetenciesinspiredinliteraturereview
andevaluatedandcompletedbyPortuguesehealthspecialistswithexpertiseonhealthliteracy,who
wereorganizedintofourfocusgroups(n=25).Thestudyincludesaresponsetothelackofconsensus
intheliteratureastowhatspecificandoperativecompetenciesthehealthprofessionalshouldperform
inclinicalencounterswiththepatients.Alltheparticipantsinthefocusgroupagreedandreinforced
thatanaggregatedandinterdependentmodel,whichiscomposedofassertiveness,clarityoflanguage,
andpositivity(ACPmodel),canbeaneffectivehealthcommunicationmodel.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Healthprofessionalcommunicationcompetencesarelightonthepatientpathway.Thepracticeof
goodcommunicationcompetences inhealthprofessions influencesa significantand trustworthy
relationshipbetweenpractitionersandpatients (Ranjan,Kumari&Chakrawarty,2015,p.1)and
communicationisassumedtobethe“needofthehour”(p.1)andthe“keytoahealthiertomorrow”
(Ratzan,1994).Theliteraturetendstoemphasizecommunicationasacatalystforresults(Levinson,
Roter,Mullooly,Dull&Frankel,1997;Ong,deHaes,Hoos&Lammes,1995,p.903;Stewart,
1995)andthatskilledphysiciancommunicationisakeycomponentofpatientexperience(Boissy
etal.,2016),sinceitisaneffectivebridgefortheconstructionofthetherapeuticrelationship(Ha
&Longnecker,2010).HaandLongnecker(2010),reinforcingthisassociation,refersthateffective
doctor-patientcommunicationisacentralclinicalfunctioninbuildingthetherapeuticrelationship,
“whichistheheartandartofmedicine”.

Thediagnosisofcommunicationwithinthecontextofhealthisproblematicandchallenging:a)
the(many)barrierstogoodcommunicationinthemedicalrelationship,includingpatients’anxiety
and fear,doctors’burdenofwork, fearof litigation, fearofphysicalorverbal abuse,unrealistic
patientexpectations,deteriorationofdoctors’communicationskills,nondisclosureofinformation,
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doctors’ avoidance behaviour, discouragement of collaboration, resistance by patients (Ha &
Longnecker,2010);b)Only12%ofU.S.adultshaveahighlevelofhealthliteracy,i.e.,nearlynine
oftenadultslacktheskillsneededtofullymanagetheirhealthcareandpreventdisease(Kutner,
Greenberg,Jin&Paulsen,2006)andalsoEuropeanshavelowlevelsofhealthliteracy(HLS-EU,
2012);c)intoday’smedicalpractice,humancommunicationisoftenmisused(Kreps,1996,p.43);
d)nurses,forexample,overestimatethehealthliteracyoftheirpatients(Johnson,2014,p.43)and
thisoverestimationmaycontributetothewidespreadproblemofpoorhealthoutcomesandhospital
readmissionrates(Dickens,Lambert,Cromwell&Piano,2013);e)itwaspointedoutthat,evenin
non-stressfulclinicalencounters,patientsarestillreluctanttoadmitanylackofunderstandingandfeel
compelledtofollowtherecommendationsastheyseeit,insteadofaskingforclarification(Bakeret
al.,1996;Dickensetal.,2013;Martinetal.,2011;Parikh,Parker,Nursers,Baker&Williams,1996);
f)studiesoncommunication/interactionandhealthliteracyremainlimited(e.g.,Ishikawa&Kiuchi,
2010)andlarge-scalestudiesofexposuretocommunicationskillstraininganditsimpactonpatient
satisfactionhavenotbeenconducted(Boissyetal.,2016).Consultationisanunequal,non-voluntary
andemotiveactthatdealswithvitalissues(Ongetal.,1995,p.903)andhealthcommunication-
patientcommunicationskillsarecriticalforengagingapatient,toimprovetherapeuticcompliance,
andtooverallpatientsatisfactionandqualityhealthcare(Beck,Daughtridge&Sloane,2002;Epstein
etal.,2005;Evans,Stanley&Burrows,1992,p.155;Hanetal.,2017,p.1).Ranjan,Kumariand
Chakrawarty(2015)recommendtheinclusionofformaltrainingincommunicationcompetencesin
themedicalcurriculumandpractice.

Despitebeinganimportantaspect,thedoctor-patientcommunicationrelationisoftenignored
(Shukla,Yadav&Kasturt,2010)andthereisnostandardorconsensualcoreinthehealthprofessions
regardingthenatureofcommunicationcompetences(Spitzberg,2013).Additionally,mostcomplaints
aboutdoctorsdependonthecommunicationissuesinsteadoftheclinicalcompetence(Clack,Allen,
Cooper&Head,2004;Tongue,Epps&Forese,2005)anddoctorswithbettercommunicationand
interpersonalskillsareable todetectproblemsearlier,canpreventmedicalcrisesandexpensive
intervention,andprovidebettersupporttotheirpatients(Ha&Longnecker,2010).Bydetectingthis
lack,thisstudyundertakestoproposeamodelofcommunicationcompetencesbasedonaliterature
reviewandevaluatedandcompletedbyhealthprofessionalswithexpertiseonhealthliteracythrough
fourfocusgroups.Oneoperationalquestionwasraisedtofulfilthecommitmentofthisresearch: 
How effective are the health professional communication competences for the improvement of the 
therapeutic relationship with the patient?

LITeRATURe ReVIew

AspegrenandLønberg-Madsen(2005)firmlybelievethateducationincommunicationskillsmust
begin“atthebottomoftheladder”withtrainingininterviewingandgivinginformation,emphasizing
processskillsandpatientrapport.Theysaid“because,withouttheseskills,onecannotgoontothe
higherorderofcommunicationtasks”(p.543).Agreeing,Street,Makoul,AroraandEpstein(2009)
mentionthatcliniciansandpatientsshouldmaximizethetherapeuticeffectsofcommunicationby
explicitlyorientingcommunicationtoachieveintermediateoutcomes.

Boissyetal.(2016),throughanobservationalstudy,aimtoexaminetheimpactofexperiential
relationship-centeredphysiciancommunicationskillstrainingonpatientsatisfactionandphysician
experience. The authors conclude that system-wide relationship-centered communication skills
trainingimprovedpatientsatisfactionscores,improvedphysicianempathy,self-efficacy,andreduced
physicianburnout.Inthisline,Stein,FrankelandKrupat(2005),conductingalongitudinalcasestudy
andaimingtoenhancetheclinicalcommunicationandrelationshipskillsoftheKaiserPermanente
(KP)’s clinicians, describe an unifying clinician-patient communication framework for teaching
andresearchcalledthe“FourHabitsModel”:investinthebeginning,elicitthepatent’sperspective,
demonstrateempathyandinvestintheend(p.7).Amongtheskillsrequired,thereare:createrapport
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