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Soapbox: Communication is not “Soft Stuff”
By Dorothy Sisneros, Partner and SVP Client Services, 
Language of Caring, LLC

Your organization’s investment in improving the patient 
experience through better communication will yield high 
returns. This has been proven time and again throughout 
health care. Caring communication leads to better patient 
experiences. This benefits your organization in multiple 
ways: patient loyalty, higher CAHPS performance,  
employee engagement, quality of work life, and improved 
clinical outcomes. Still, some people see communication as “soft stuff”— 
not to be taken as seriously as technological advances or financial bottom lines. 
However, a recent nationwide survey of acute care hospitals (published in  
Management Science and summarized in the Harvard Business Review  ) 
finds that “caregivers’ ability to engage in meaningful communication with the 
patient” is an essential factor in reducing readmission rates. Further, the survey 
concludes that, to produce a higher quality patient experience, investment in 
tools and techniques that foster “meaningful communication” is more cost- 
effective than purchasing technological devices that reduce response time. 

In his book How Doctors Think, Jerome Groopman, M.D. documents the  
results of poor communication, from patients leaving healthcare services over 
a misunderstanding to misdiagnoses by doctors who don’t listen attentively to 
patients and family members. 

There are financial results as well. Hospitals risk losing Medicare reimbursements 
if they don’t show improvement on HCAHPS scores for patient experience. 
Also, recent research finds that U.S. hospitals delivering a “superior” customer 
experience (as shown by HCAHPS scores) achieve net margins 50% higher than 
those hospitals that provide an “average” customer experience. According to the
Healthcare Advisory Board, a healthcare organization could bring in millions of 
dollars of additional revenue if, by improving the experience, it encourages even 
a small percentage of patients to return rather than seek care elsewhere for their 
future healthcare needs. By improving the patient experience you lower the 
likelihood of expensive malpractice suits too, since these are triggered by anger 
resulting from poor communication more often than by physical harm. Dissatisfied 
patients spread the word about their negative experiences, resulting in loss of 
referrals. Also, a positive work environment and caring communication among staff 
helps retain employees—reducing the cost of hiring and training replacements.

http://languageofcaring.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269104709_The_Impact_of_Combining_Conformance_and_Experiential_Quality_on_Hospitals%27_Readmissions_and_Cost_Performance
https://hbr.org/2015/09/what-has-the-biggest-impact-on-hospital-readmission-rates
http://www.languageofcaring.com/resource-center/heartbeat-e-newsletter/
https://www.linkedin.com/grp/home?gid=4215290
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Language-of-Caring/383439288436890
https://twitter.com/languageofcare
https://www.youtube.com/user/languageofcaring
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Communication is NOT the “soft stuff.”
Investment in communication skills should be understood as supporting—
not competing with—our fundamental goal of providing excellent medical 
care. Clear and caring communication is not a luxury. It is part and parcel  
of quality health care. Spending money on flat screen TVs and stone  
fireplaces in the lobby, as some hospitals have done in an attempt to  
impress patients—that is the ‘soft stuff’, expensive and with little to no  
impact on patient outcomes or patient loyalty. 

In contrast, the relatively modest cost in time and money needed to 

is proven to bring tangible results. It enables people to do their jobs better. 
Misunderstandings are avoided. Vital information is transmitted from  
patients and family members to caregivers. Patient loyalty and trust are built. 
Patients return to organizations that make them feel heard, understood, 
respected and cared for.

Beyond Soft Skills; Beyond Basic Skills
The skills that produce the kinds of breakthroughs described above are  

basic skills. The skills that healthcare professionals need to strengthen 
are advanced skills… skills for communicating empathy, for listening 
open-mindedly and non-judgmentally in the face of stress and time  
pressure, for engaging patients, for facilitating joint decision-making,  
and for explaining so effectively that people fully absorb and process  

physicians who resist communication skill-building because “we learned 

are overlooking the power of advanced skills to achieve an exceptional  
patient experience and optimal health outcomes. 

How to Build Advanced Communication Skills with Your Providers 
and Staff

1. Identify champions who realize the power of strengthening provider
and staff communication skills. Engage them in evaluating alternative

the organization.
2. Take the time with champions to develop an elevator speech they can

use to build openness and commitment to training among colleagues.
Address:
•  The powe

colleagues—on their engagement and partnership, and on safety,
outcomes, ratings of care, malpractice and reputation.

•  The fact that communication skills required to create an exceptional
patient experience are not soft skills, nor are they basic. They are

3. Create and implement a skill-building strategy that is powered to change
behavior—a long-term, not one-shot strategy
competencies and requisite behaviors, illustrative behavioral modeling,
team interaction for processing and practicing the skills, skill reminders,
and opportunities for feedback and coaching.

For example, see the book and the web-based learning program -
Language of Caring for Physicians: Communication Essentials for
Patient-Centered Care.

“Patients return 
to organizations 
that make them 
feel heard, 
understood, 
respected and 
cared for.”

http://languageofcaring.com
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/22/sunday-review/is-this-a-hospital-or-a-hotel.html?_r=1
http://www.languageofcaring.com/book/the-language-of-caring-guide-for-physicians-communication-essentials-for-patient-centered-care/
http://www.languageofcaring.com/programs/language-of-caring-for-physicians/
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The Power of Stories:
•  “Certainly the primary imperative of a physician is to be skilled in  

medical science, but if he or she does not probe a patient’s soul,  
then the doctor’s care is given without caring, and part of the sacred  
mission of healing is missing.”

                  Jerome Groopman, M.D.
How Doctors Think

•  “Good words are worth much, and cost little.”
George Herbert

y Web-based training programs that hardwire best practice communication skills 
y Proven CAHPS and patient experience breakthroughs
y Engages and fulfills Staff and Physicians

Join the 200+ organizations who are transforming their cultures with the Language of Caring 

Achieve Communication Excellence 
with Our Patient Experience Solutions 

Learn More:
Attend a 

Webinar Overview Contact UsOR

http://languageofcaring.com
http://www.languageofcaring.com/webinars/free-webinars/
http://languageofcaring.com/contact-us/
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NEWSBYTE
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For REPEATED Use!
1. Identify a recurrent situation that creates anxiety or frustration  

for patients—one that your team can influence 
2. Brainstorm ways to reduce or eliminate this situation 
3. Assess each proposed solution in terms of cost, do-ability  

and expected impact
4. Choose one solution and engage people in a rapid process  

for executing their solution

Tune in to Your Body
Mentally scan your body to get a sense of how stress affects it each day.  
Sit with your feet on the floor. Start at your toes and work your way up to  
your scalp, noticing how your body feels. Take deep breaths, imagining  
each deep breath flowing to that body part. Repeat this process as you  
move your focus up your body. As you build your awareness, you can also 
consciously direct energy to reduce tightness and ease your tensions.

New instrument measuring physician patient-centeredness
A new Self-Efficacy in Patient Centeredness Questionnaire offers a  
useful and reliable measure of physicians’ and medical students’  
perception of their own ability to offer patient-centered care.  
The questionnaire includes 88 items such as:

I am confident that I am able to:
• make the patient feel that I have time to listen
• show a genuine interest in the patient and his/her situation
• ensure that the patient makes his/her decisions on an  

informed basis
• maintain the relationship with the patient when he/she is angry

A trial run among medical students and hospital physicians in Denmark found 
it to be accurate and valid. Once made available, this questionnaire may be helpful  
in evaluating outcomes of communication training courses for medical students 
and physicians and assessing physician well-being and job-satisfaction.  
Look for updates on this promising tool! Click here to read the full article.

Tool up your organization with a Beryl Institute  
ORGANIZATIONAL MEMBERSHIP!
The Beryl Institute Organizational Membership provides a direct connection  
to the largest community of healthcare leaders committed to improving the  
patient experience, along with access to an amazing, growing library of  
resources that support patient experience champions and strategies. With an  
organizational membership, each individual person will have their own member  
profile and the benefits of a premium individual membership that allows for full  
access to the resources and benefits, including webinars, best practices,  
learning, blogs, regional conferences, and much more. It’s a real deal!!!!
Learn more about The Beryl Institute Organizational Membership

STAFF
MEETING
IDEAS

STAFF
MEETING
IDEA

http://languageofcaring.com
http://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12909-015-0427-x
http://www.theberylinstitute.org/?page=MembershipTypes#Organizational
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Achieving an unparalleled patient experience and a culture  
of caring through exceptional communication.

Spread the Resources 
• Forward this month’s Heartbeat email to others.
• Share and tweet the following link: 

Communication is not “Soft Stuff” 
http://languageofcaring.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/communication-is-not-soft-stuff.pdf

Jill Golde, MS, Dorothy Sisneros, MS, MBA 
and Wendy Leebov, EdD—partners at 
Language of Caring.

Contact Us!

314 300 7701

PLEASE FOLLOW US!

Join our LinkedIn Group “Quality Patient Experience and HCAHPS 
Improvement” and add to the rich discussions.

The Hard Truth about Accountability
Watch as Dorothy Sisneros, Partner & SVP, Client Services Language of 
Caring, discusses the struggle to maintain accountability when leaders 
fail to hard-wire patient experience best practices or change their focus, 
which results in lack of accountability, waste in money and lost time.  
In this Beryl Institute Patient Experience (PX) Learning Bite, Sisneros 
shares six key elements to achieving strong accountability among  
healthcare teams and leaders, in order to create the exceptional patient, 
family and staff experience.

Watch now

http://languageofcaring.com
http://www.theberylinstitute.org/?page=LearningBiteSisneros
http://www.theberylinstitute.org/?page=LearningBiteSisneros
http://languageofcaring.com/contact-us/
https://www.linkedin.com/grp/home?gid=4215290
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Language-of-Caring/383439288436890
https://twitter.com/languageofcare
https://www.youtube.com/user/languageofcaring



