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Soapbox: Caring as a Universal Language
Karin Jay, Senior V.P. of Global Services, Planetree International

I am a people person. I thrive on connecting with others and 
am very interested in what people have to say. I love when 
conversations wind their way around to discovering a shared 
experience or mutual interest. But I am also avidly curious 
and take every opportunity I can to engage with people 
whose background, life experiences and/or perspectives are 
different from my own. It’s how I learn, grow and expand my own world view. 

Perhaps then it is no wonder that eight years ago I embraced the opportunity 
to introduce Planetree to healthcare organizations all over the world. This work 
has afforded me endless opportunities for learning and growing—not to mention 
meeting amazing person-centered care champions who are making healthcare 
better worldwide.
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“They listened to my experience and that made me feel better inside.”
“The staff gave me a reassuring feeling that everything was going to be alright. 
They made me feel safe.”

Experiences like these transcend borders, culture and language, and serve as 
an important reminder of what healthcare quality looks and feels like from the 
patient perspective. 

Personalized Care
This focus on the human experience of care is not to make light of the significant 
role culture plays in influencing individuals’ health beliefs, expectations and 
considerations. Reporting of symptoms, receptivity to medications and 
treatments, family involvement, end-of-life traditions, decision-making and more 
may all be influenced by culture—not to mention age, socioeconomic status, 
geography, gender identity, sexual orientation, health status, personal history and 
(so!!!) many other factors. 

This need for cultural humility and sensitivity is hardly limited to our work in other 
countries. My very first exposure to Planetree was right outside of Chicago at 
my local hospital, in one of the most ethnically, religiously and economically 
diverse counties in the United States. So, whether I’m working right in my own 
community or on the other side of the world, these principles pertain.

Accordingly, any person-centered care effort should include systems for 
understanding these influences and then individualizing care to be responsive 
to the unique circumstances, needs and culture of each patient. This is what we 
mean by personalizing the healthcare experience. 

In this work, I realize it’s crucial that I understand the cultural norms and 
expectations for each region we work in. Taking the time to familiarize myself 
with norms for appropriate dress and greetings, forms of address and 
communication styles yields more constructive interactions and nurtures 
stronger relationships. It is always time well spent. At the same time, I see it as 
imperative that this understanding of cultural norms not supplant the paramount 
importance of understanding the preferences and priorities of individuals within 
that culture. Even within the context of cultural norms, each person brings their 
own set of experiences and expectations to their healthcare encounters. 

A Balanced Approach
Over the past eight years, one fundamental truth has emerged for me: For 
person-centered care to become standard practice globally, there must be a 
balanced approach that emphasizes each person’s cultural background, their 
own individuality, and the universal human experience.

Time and again, in each region of the world where we introduce Planetree—
in Australia, Asia, Africa, Europe and North and South America—the same 
fundamental human desires emerge: Being treated with dignity, respect 
and kindness. Being listened to. Feeling like you matter, that you’re not an 
inconvenience or a burden. Clear and caring communication:

“This need for 
cultural 
sensitivity is 
hardly limited to 
our work in other 
countries.”

https://www.languageofcaring.com
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Humanized Care
Hand-in-hand with personalizing care is humanizing care. Whereas efforts to 
personalize care focus on what is specific to each individual, efforts to humanize 
care focus on the universal desires of patients, family caregivers and healthcare 
professionals around the world for caring and respectful human interactions. 

This is an important distinction. You can provide information to a patient and 
family about treatment options using language and terminology they can 
understand, while doing so in a manner that is cold and rushed. Or you can hold 
a discussion that leaves space for questions, vulnerability and assurance. It is 
the difference between conveying information and conveying information with 
caring.

Expressions of Caring Around the World
With the understanding that caring is a universal desire, it is still important to 
recognize that there may be nuances to how caring is communicated across 
cultures—and within cultures. Individuals may interpret expressions of caring 
differently. 

Some people may welcome a gentle touch and find it reassuring; others may 
find the same touch highly uncomfortable. There are different preferences for the 
amount of eye contact, gestures and personal space around the world and it can 
be hard to know if what you're doing offends the person. 

Check out the Gestures to Avoid Cheat Sheet as a reminder to err on the side 
of caution when you are working with individuals from a different culture.

Practical Guidance
So, how best to tread? By leading with caring—always. By taking steps to 
ensure you are fully present in the interaction. Not only does this build rapport; it 
also equips you to be responsive to both verbal and non-verbal cues. Ask open-
ended questions and practice active listening. Remain non-judgmental. Smile 
warmly. Refer to someone by their name, not their condition. These strategies for 
conveying caring apply around the world.

A Global Impact
Building awareness and skills to communicate caring are essential person-
centered care competencies. That is why Planetree is so pleased to introduce 
Language of Caring’s tools and services to clients around the world. This month, 
healthcare teams in Brazil will be introduced to the Heart-Head-Heart (Coração-
cabeça-coração) method, and in October Language of Caring will launch at 
several hospitals in the Middle East.

At a time when differences can be so polarizing, I am deeply proud to be a part 
of work that honors the uniqueness of each person while also highlighting our 
shared humanity. Both enhance experiences of caring for all patients, family 
caregivers and staff.

“So, how best 
to tread? By 
leading with 
caring— 
always.”

https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.languageofcaring.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/tool-for-heartbeat.pdf
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A Suggestion from Wendy
While I try to stay up on trends in our insanely fast-moving healthcare 
environment, Susan Frampton’s recent webinar, “Consumer Trends in the Age 
of Empowerment” was nothing short of mind-boggling and mind-stretching for 
me. Susan is President of Planetree International and a wise, learned and 
inspirational thought leader who is a force worldwide in helping healthcare 
organizations become person-centered, wellness driven, and effective in 
engaging people as true partners in their own health and wellness.

Tune in to Susan’s terrific webinar at link
Also, suggest Susan as a speaker for your organization’s board and leadership 
meetings and retreats. With solid evidence and optimism, Susan will help your 
leaders embrace the changes that are key to transforming healthcare quality, 
impact and cost-effectiveness. For information about Susan Frampton and 
others in the Planetree and Language of Caring Speakers Bureau, contact 
ldonnarumma@planetree.org or click here.

“The greatest key to your success is beating inside your chest.”
Donn Sorensen,  

Big-Hearted Leadership 

“I like, I wish, I wonder..”

Purpose: 
Help your team engage and tune into each other before delving into the business 
at hand. Build team relationships and the trust that results from personal sharing.

Instructions

1. Get ready. If you have 12 people or fewer, sit in a circle. If you have more
than 12 people, divide people into groups of 5 or so, and ask them to go
around in their group.

2. State the objective.
3. Clarify what you want people to share. Decide if you want to invite people

to share only work-related things or anything from work or beyond, and let
them know that.

4. Do three rounds. Start with “I like…” Ask people to go around and have each
person complete the sentence. Then, move to “I wish…” And then “I wonder…”
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https://www.languageofcaring.com
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5. Make it okay to “Pass.” Encourage everyone to participate, but offer people
the option to say “I pass” if they really don’t want to speak. If they have this
escape hatch, they’re MORE likely to be engaged and participate.

6. Invite highlights. Afterward, invite people to share one thing they heard that
particularly struck them.

7. THANK. Thank people for sharing.

I Love This Blog Post on Multi-Tasking!

On January 17, 2019, in his blog called RescueTime, Jory MacKay addresses 
“The Myth of Multitasking: The ultimate guide to getting more done by doing 
less.” Jory begins by claiming, “There’s no such thing as multi-tasking.” From 
there, he provides what I believe is truly the ultimate guide. It includes terrific, 
clear, convincing and helpful information and suggestions about how to “rescue 
your time,” perform much better, and reduce your stress dramatically as a result. 

If you want to control your time much better, take a look at this blog’s other great 
posts too. 
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https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://blog.rescuetime.com/multitasking/
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FREE!

PLANETREE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON PERSON-CENTERED CARE 
OCTOBER 27–30, ORLANDO

LEARN GROW DO IT

languageofcaring.org

Making Caring Visible in Every Interaction
Driven by a passionate commitment to improve the human experience in healthcare, 
Language of Caring partners with organizations to create a standard for caring 
communication, helping everyone make their interactions with patients, families and 
coworkers more empathic, collaborative and positive.

Learn more about the Language of Caring programs 
in our free upcoming 30-minute webinar!  
December 4th, @ 2pm EST

REGISTER NOW!

languageofcaring.org
www.planetreeconference.org
https://languageofcaring.zoom.us/meeting/register/ed9698967eb62bcf34538d7d4481ef37



